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It was a week before the opening of a blockbuster exhibition featuring the Renaissance 
painter Fra Angelico, and the Palazzo Strozzi in central Florence was humming with art 
handlers, technicians, restorers and museum directors who had come to see how their 
loans had fared while traveling. 
 
Works were coming in from some 70 lenders, including panels from altarpieces that had 
been dismantled when Napoleon suppressed Italy’s convents some 200 years ago, 
setting off a shopping spree for Renaissance-art hungry collectors from around the 
world. 
 
“Fra Angelico,” which opens Friday and runs through Jan. 25, is one of the most 
anticipated exhibitions of the year. Bringing together more than 140 works in two 
venues, it hopes to cement Fra Angelico’s reputation as an A-list Renaissance master, 
given that the artist “has not always gotten full attention from the view of the broader 
public,” said the exhibition’s chief curator, Carl Brandon Strehlke. 
 
“Despite the fact that the exhibition is full of new scholarly material and insights about 
his works,” Strehlke added, “this exhibition is really for the public” to better appreciate 
Angelico’s voluminous output. 
 
On one wall in Palazzo Strozzi last Wednesday, the central panel of the artist’s “San 
Marco Altarpiece,” originally executed for the high altar of the Florentine convent 
dedicated to that saint, was waiting for its long-lost appendages. Depicting the “Virgin 
and Child with Angels and Saints,” that panel had never strayed far from the convent. 
But its side panels had passed through the collections of Bavarian kings, Italian tenors, 
Florentine dealers, French counts and Gilded Age collectors in the United States to 
eventually wind up in sundry museums. 
 

 
 

A detail from “Last Judgment,” by Fra Angelico. Ministero della Cultura – 
Direzione regionale Musei nazionali Toscana – Museo di San Marco 
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Most of its panels — 17 of 18 — are being reunited for the show, although one currently 
in Chicago wasn’t able to make the trip. 
 
“I have to talk to the pope about that, but I don’t think we’re going to be in time for the 
exhibition,” Strehlke said, laughing, in reference to Pope Leo XIV, a Chicago native.  
 
The gilded wood frame that would have been attached to the altarpiece is “long gone,” 
Strehlke added. Alongside the pieces that have been brought together, a digital 
reconstruction will show how the full altarpiece originally looked when Fra Angelico 
finished it in 1443. 
 
As there is no visual record of it, that puzzle was partly solved by using “X-radiographic 
analysis and infrared reflectography” on each piece, a process that offered “lots of clues,” 
including tracing the wood grain from one panel to the next, Strehlke said. 
 
The artist himself also went through several iterations. Born Guido di Pietro in Tuscany 
around 1395, he took the name Fra Giovanni di Fiesole upon entering an order of 
Dominican monks around 1420 in the hilltop town, where one fresco was recently 
recovered. He made a name for himself, both as artist and for his piousness, and his 
Dominican brothers dubbed him Fra Angelico — “angelic brother” — soon after his 
death. 
 

 
 

“The Transfiguration,” a fresco by Fra Angelico. Ministero 
della Cultura – Direzione regionale Musei nazionali Toscana – 
Museo di San Marco 

 

The 16th-century chronicler Giorgio Vasari offered several examples of that piety, 
writing that Angelico always prayed before painting and that he wept profusely 
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whenever he painted Crucifixions (of which he did many). Centuries passed before 
Angelico was officially beatified, the penultimate step to sainthood, by Pope John Paul 
II in 1982, and two years later, the painter was named the patron saint of artists. 
 
Yet it wasn’t just his piety that made him stand out. Vasari did not skimp on superlatives 
when it came to Angelico’s artistic talents. “I am sometimes in astonishment, and am at 
a loss to comprehend how one man could so perfectly execute all that he has 
performed,” Vasari wrote. 
 
Strehlke said, “Everyone is, ‘Oh, Fra Angelico, he’s so religious, et cetera,’ which is true,” 
but most of the artist’s contemporaries — several of whose works are also being 
displayed in the exhibition — “only painted religious subject matters, too, so you have to 
put things into some context of the time.” 
 
Even Pope Pius XII, who opened the last major Angelico show in Italy in 1955 to mark 
the 500th anniversary of his death, played down the “pious legend” that Angelico had 
painted “as if absorbed in unconscious ecstasies, abandoning his hand to the guidance of 
otherworldly beings.” 
 
The occasion of the new exhibition has given rise to a flurry of restorations, 28 in all, 
including the so-called Franciscan Triptych, which originally hung in the Franciscan 
convent of Santa Croce in Florence. 

 
 

“The Franciscan Triptych” by Fra Angelico. Ministero della Cultura – Opificio delle Pietre Dure 

 
On Wednesday morning, its three main panels had arrived at the Palazzo Strozzi to be 
reunited with five smaller works still en route: three from Berlin; one from Altenburg, 
Germany; and one from the Vatican. 
 
Only the central panel of the Virgin and Child had had a permanent spot at the  Museum 
of San Marco. The two side panels depicting four saints had required a significant and 
difficult restoration after being in storage in Florentine museums for decades, said 
Stefano Casciu, the director of Tuscany’s state museums and a co-curator of the 
exhibition. 
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“We were waiting for a miracle, and the miracle was this exhibition,” he said. 
 
The side panels had arrived a day earlier from the Opificio delle Pietre Dure, one of 
Italy’s two principal conservation institutes, which had been entrusted with their 
restoration. 
 
In another room, a wooden crate from the Philadelphia Museum of Art was waiting to 
be unpackaged. Inside was the original figure of St. Francis from a “Crucifixion with the 
Virgin and St. Francis” in a church that isn’t on most tourist trails.  
 
The exhibition also includes the Strozzi Altarpiece, with its dazzling central “Deposition” 
that was begun by Lorenzo Monaco and finished by Fra Angelico, originally located in a 
chapel in the sacristy of Santa Trinita. (The Deposition is one of four works in the 
exhibition that was restored thanks to the Friends of Florence foundation. Gucci helped 
support the restoration of the Franciscan Triptych.) 
 

 
The Strozzi Altarpiece. Ministero della Cultura – Direzione regionale Musei nazionali Toscana –  
Museo di San Marco 

 
It’s accompanied by a digital reconstruction of the chapel by Luca Brunke of 
Florence4D, a mapping and 3-D modeling project. Brunke was also responsible for the 
digital reconstructions of the altarpiece frames, based on historical and technical 
research by scholars involved in the exhibition. 
 
“We went through 20 or 30 versions to get the chapel right,” Strehlke said. 
 
But practically no guess work over reconstructions was required at the exhibition’s 
second venue, the Museum of San Marco. 
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From 1438 to 1445, Angelico frescoed more than 40 cells as well as other spaces of the 
convent with religious images relevant to the spiritual life of the friars who lived there — 
and sometimes guests like their patron, Cosimo de’ Medici. 
 
Last week, restorers were putting the final touches on the restoration of a fresco of “St. 
Domenic Adoring the Crucifix” in the convent’s main cloister. 
“There’s a sense of solitude with St. Domenic, an absolute intimacy which the friars 
would have picked up on,” said Angelo Tartuferi, another curator and the former 
director of the museum. At the convent, he said, “a very personal tone prevails.”  
 
 

Elisabetta Povoledo is a Times reporter based in Rome, covering Italy, the Vatican and the culture of the region. She 

has been a journalist for 35 years. 
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