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(English translation) 

 

 

Friar Giovanni da Fiesole, born Guido di Piero or "Guidolino", as he seems to 

have been called as a young man for his small physique, but known to most 

as Beato Angelico (the Angelicus Pictor who on October 3, 1982 will even be 

beatified and proclaimed universal patron saint of artists by John Paul II), was 

born according to tradition around 1395 in San Michele a Moriano di Rupecanina, 

Podesta of Vicchio in Mugello, a Tuscan territory over which the Medici exercised 

a strong influence and in the midst of that religious fervor that accompanied the 

end of the Western Schism. He joined the observant movement of the Dominican 

order, he was "from Fiesole" precisely because he was a friar inside the convent of 

the same name, a place where he lived for most of his life, he held the role of vicar 

and prior several times and also had a workshop; ... workshop because, as Giorgio 

Vasari reminds us, "Guido [...] in addition to being an excellent religious" he was 

also an "excellent painter and illuminator". In fact, there is documented 

information of his artistic activity since the early 10s of the fifteenth century, 

works executed for numerous institutions, both religious and secular, which will 

find, especially in the city of Florence (and in the Convent of San Marco), one of 

the nerve centers of his activity; a prolific series of commissions consolidated also 

thanks to the special relationship that united the Medici family to the Dominican 

order, but even more so to Angelico himself. 

 

To celebrate this figure, a milestone in Western art and with undisputed 

intergenerational influences, the exhibition "Beato Angelico" curated by Carl 

Brandon Strehlke (curator emeritus of the Philadelphia Museum of Art), Stefano 

Casciu, (regional director of the National Museums of Tuscany), and Angelo 

Tartuferi, (former director of the San Marco Museum) – over 140 works on 

display between Palazzo Strozzi and the San Marco Museum in Florence, 

whose ambition and exceptionality was to combine an articulated restoration 

campaign with the recomposition of a series of altarpieces dismembered and 

dispersed for more than two hundred years. A feat made possible thanks to the 

support of many public and private institutions but also thanks to the 

understanding of dozens of international museums such as the Louvre in Paris, the 

Gemäldegalerie in Berlin, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the 

National Gallery in Washington, the Vatican Museums, the Alte Pinakothek in 

Munich, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, as well as private Italian libraries and 

collections, national and international institutions, which have understood the 

historical importance of this effort; an opportunity to start long-awaited, complex 

and expensive restoration interventions, carried out with the fundamental 

contribution of the restorers of the Opificio delle Pietre Dure and the further 

support of partners such as Friends of Florence, Simonetta Brandolini d'Adda, 

Gucci and the Marchesi Antinori. 
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Although the rooms of Palazzo Strozzi house the largest and most 

monumental block of works by the author, strictly chronologically, it is from 

the former Convent of San Marco that this Angelic pilgrimage should be 

undertaken. Taken away from the Silvestrini monks and assigned to the observant 

Dominicans of Fiesole, this building was transformed and renovated by 

Michelozzo on commission from Cosimo and Lorenzo de' Medici, becoming one 

of the nerve centers of fifteenth-century Florence; in that place, a crossroads of 

religion, culture and politics, Angelico was engaged in the creation of an 

incredibly intense amount of work: a cycle of 44 frescoes in private cells (the 

largest pictorial decoration until then made for a convent), the scenes of 

the Annunciation, of St. Dominic in adoration of the Crucifix and of the Madonna 

of the Shadows along the corridors, and again the creation of the San Marco 

Altarpiece (visible today in room 3 at the Stozzi), the frescoes of the first cloister 

now renamed "di Sant'Antonino" and the monumental Crucifixion of the chapter 

house, datable between 1441 and 1442; a place so representative for his artistic 

growth and so full of historical events connected to him – famous are the 

reinterpretations and pilgrimages to the site of personalities such as Friedrich von 

Schlegel, John Ruskin, Alexandre Dumas, Hippolyte Taine and Jacob Burckhardt, 

as well as painters such as Édouard Manet or Edgar Degas – that the curators 

chose it as the venue to dedicate to his beginnings. 

 

Here the itinerary begins on the ground floor with the exhibition of the Fiesole 

Altarpiece – painted in the form of a triptych between 1420 and 1423, when he 

was just twenty-five, and today in the neoclassical redefinition of Lorenzo di 

Credi – and continues by showing how, as an exponent of the Florentine late 

Gothic, he managed to support the figure of Masaccio in the role of pioneer of 

Renaissance painting, however, distinguishing itself and placing itself in a position 

of complementarity (as the comparison in the exhibition between the Altarpiece of 

St. Peter Martyr and the Triptych of St. Juvenal clearly shows). Along the two 

longitudinal walls, there are many authors considered his masters – from Gherardo 

Starnina to the Master of the Straus Madonna, from Lorenzo Ghiberti to Lorenzo 

Monaco and Masolino da Panicale, undisputed points of reference for his training 

– as well as works strongly representative of those early years of work such as the 

controversial Thebaid and the extraordinary Madonna of Cedars, born -it seems- 

from his personal interpretation of the Madonna di Masolino of 1415. This room, 

closed in perspective by the imposing Tabernacle of the Linaioli (executed 

together with Lorenzo Ghiberti) directs us to all the other areas of visit such as the 

Cloister, the Chapter Hall, the Dormitory and the Library, on this occasion, home 

to two special sections: one dedicated to Angelico the illuminator, the other to 

Angelico and the library of San Marco, with numerous codices once again 

exhibited in their original location. 

 

At Palazzo Strozzi, the itinerary takes a distinctly more museum-like turn, 

winding through eight sections divided according to a mixed principle, between 

the chronological and the thematic. We are welcomed by the result of a special 

commission between the artist and the Strozzi themselves, skilfully exhibited here 

at the opening as if to celebrate, right from the start, the role and prestige of this 

family as well as the symbolic value of the host place; commissioned by Palla 



Strozzi, the Strozzi Altarpiece is a tempera and gold on panel created to adorn 

the family chapel in the sacristy of the church of Santa Trinità in Florence, a 

work representative of that special union between cult, dynastic memory and 

artistic language - typical of those years - but also of the transitory coexistence 

between Gothic taste and new experiments. 

 

Those were years in which, in fact, a new pictorial sensibility was dawning: in 

balance "between devotion and representation", still rich in gold but also in new 

exceptionally bright colors, a taste for detail and a marked volumetric/three-

dimensional realism. These are the essential compositional matrices that will 

characterize, from that moment on, all his production and that will flow into 

creations such as those for the Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella, the 

Camaldolese monastery of Santa Maria degli Angeli, the confraternity of San 

Francesco presso Santa Croce and the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova and that will 

give birth to masterpieces such as The Last Judgment, the Altarpiece of the 

Coronation of the Virgin or like the solemn the Altarpiece of the Company of St. 

Francis (also known as the Franciscan triptych) – the subject of one of the most 

significant restorations, the latter will be the only commission received from a 

"rival" confraternity and also testimony to a rather unusual material ostentation, 

evident both in the central register and in the bold cusp forms of the triptych. 

 

After a broad overview of the "fashion" of the so-called "Shaped Crucifixions" – 

elements that combined painting and sculpture in an artifact that simulated a real 

presence on the altar – and on the theme of the "Holy Faces" – with particular 

attention to that of the Madonna of Humility and the isolated image of Christ's 

face, often made by Angelico with an almost hyper-realistic meticulousness – the 

in-depth study focuses on the great commissions; In a historical period in which 

religion invades every level of social life, the most influential families choose to 

emphasize their devotion (and consequently their social status) by commissioning 

sacred works such as patronal chapels and altar furnishings. For Fra Angelico 

these were the ideal opportunities to develop a very singular iconographic 

language, extremely cultured and rich in theological details but, at the same time, 

schematic, with vivid backgrounds, strongly graphic features, apparently easy to 

understand... eye-catching as we would define it today; of this highly original 

aesthetic synthesis his (only three) different "Annunciations" are to be considered 

among the highest examples ever achieved. Having entered the sixth chapter of 

the exhibition, we can only be captured by one of these, the Annunciation of San 

Giovanni Valdarno (datable to about 1432-1435 and almost certainly intended for 

the convent of the Observant Franciscans of Monte Carlo) commonly called the 

Annunciation of Monte Carlo, for critics the most ambitious from a spatial point 

of view; A double-arched wooden frame and pictorial space complement each 

other, building an articulated combination of Christological and Marian 

symbolism, but it is the color that is the real protagonist of this panel. The fluid 

and colorful, almost psychedelic "marble mirrors" – which in truth also appear in 

previous versions in different ways and shades as well as in other compositions – 

here not only cover almost 1/3 of the painted surface, but amaze for their 

prophetic proximity to modus closer to contemporaneity than to the Renaissance: 

on these iridescent surfaces, which we could very well describe as "abstract", the 
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Archangel Gabriel almost seems to rise on them as if these areas 

of informal painting could allude to some form of contaminating earthly sin. 

 

The journey into the world of Fra Angelico concludes with a nucleus dedicated to 

his Roman productions and a further overview of the Medici requests that 

continued at the behest of Cosimo's son, Piero; "il Gottoso", this is his nickname, 

will be the promoter of works such as the Wardrobe of Silvers at the Santissima 

Annunziata – thirty-five panels with scenes from the life of Christ intended to 

house precious votive offerings and enriched with Flemish and classical 

references dear to the client – as well as the Bosco ai Frati Altarpiece completed 

around 1450 for the Franciscan convent in Mugello, in which Saints Cosmas and 

Damian allude to the Medici patrons. This will be the last masterpiece on wood 

made before his death shortly afterwards in Rome, a work with colors and 

expressiveness duller than usual (almost premonitory) which, due to its different 

registers, sums up within it the changes of a complex artistic era between late 

Gothic decorative pomp, Renaissance linearity and early Flemish influences; the 

perfect artistic testament of that man who, despite the greatness of his genius, as 

his epigraph quotes, would not have wanted to be remembered as "a second 

Apelles" but only because "he gave all his riches to Christ". 

www.palazzostrozzi.org 
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