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Around 1300, Giotto painted the Conferring of the  
Stigmata on St. Francis for San Francesco in Pisa. 
Here, an unusual feature emerges: The scene of  
the stigmatization is extracted from the usual 
cycles with the Vita and becomes a single theme. 
In this panel Giotto creates a variation of his 
composition developed in Assisi, making it more 
focused on the conferment of the stigmata from 
Christ to St. Francis, because it lacks the pres-
ence of Brother Leo.1 The three predella scenes 
depict The Dream of Innocent III, The Approval 
of the Franciscan Rule, and The Sermon to the 
Birds. This scene from Innocent III’s dream, in 
which Peter, instead of Francis, stands behind the 
pope’s bed, is repeated for the first time in one  
of the panels of the sacristy cabinet in Santa 
Croce in Florence by Taddeo Gaddi, which was 
created shortly after 1335.2 
  As early as 1568, Giorgio Vasari saw the close 
relationship to the frescoes above the tomb of  
St. Francis in the lower church in Assisi and placed 

the Pisan altarpiece at the time of Giotto’s return 
from Assisi to Florence.3 Like Vasari, Zöschg 
and Schwarz place the panel between the frescoes 
in Padua and Giotto’s stay in Assisi, i. e., in the 
second half of 1307 or the first half of 1308,  
in any case before the Magdalene frescoes in the 
lower church.4 
  In 2010, Chiara Frugoni examined the histor- 
ical context: She observed that the breaking col-
umn in the subsidiary scene of The Dream of In-
nocent III likely refers to the conflict between 
Boniface VIII and the powerful Colonna car- 
dinals which erupted in May 1297. Earlier in the 
1290s, a column had served as a positive rebus 
for the Colonna in the Saint Francis Cycle in the 
Upper Church of San Francesco, Assisi, allud- 
ing to the family’s name and their coat of arms. 
Now the breaking column, cracking violently 
against the scene’s border, signaled the Colonna’s  
downfall. Frugoni’s reading also provides a con-
vincing explanation for the second anomaly in the 
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Louvre Dream: Saint Peter’s appearance beside 
Pope Innocent (like the breaking column, this 
detail is absent from the version in the Upper 
Church). On the Louvre panel, Peter’s presence 
underlines the apostolic basis of papal authority, 
and is consistent with Pope Boniface’s own  
emphasis on Petrine absolutism. 
  According to this reading, the Louvre Stig- 
matization was painted after the rebellion of the 
Colonna in 1297, although probably not long  
afterwards given the topicality of the iconography  
devised for The Dream of Innocent III. The col-
umn motif would have made little sense once the  
crusade against the Colonna was suspended  
following Boniface’s death in 1303 (an effective  
terminus ante quem for the painting). 5 This would 
mean that the frescoes in the Arena Chapel in 
Padua would date back even earlier. 
  Linda Pisani came to a similar conclusion with 
her critical analysis based on a comparison with 
works by Giotto from c. 1300 and their ornamen-
tal decoration techniques. Here she draws pri-
marily on the Badia Polyptych of the Badia Fioren- 
tina, the Maestà of Chiesa di Ognissanti (both 
of which are now in the Uffizi in Florence), and 
the Madonna of San Giorgio alla Costa.6 She 
found the facial features, including the depiction 
of the seraph’s hair, on the crucifix in the Tempio 
Malatestiano in Rimini and on the crucifix in 
Santa Maria Novella in Florence.7 
  In summary, the question remains as to what 
triggered the elevation of the bestowal of the stig-
mata to an independent theme in altarpieces that 
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follow Giotto’s Pisan altarpiece down to the last 
detail and hardly differ in composition or for- 
mal language. Even in the devotional pictures done  
in vetro d’orato e graffitto, the theme recurs in small 
format, as the examples in the Museo del Sacro 
Convento di Assisi and the Museo Nazionale del 
Bargello in Florence testify.8 The Pisan image 
remains binding for the depiction of the bestow-
al of the stigmata until the early Renaissance,  
because Sassetta also faithfully follows Giotto’s 
version, as we shall see. The question is why? 
  The most faithful reproduction is the panel 
from Borgo San Sepolcro by Giotto’s most trust-
ed pupil Taddeo Gaddi (Florence, doc. between 
1327 and 1366). It would seem, then, that the 
friars of Borgo San Sepolcro were so impressed 
with Giotto’s Pisan panel that they requested  
a faithful copy from Taddeo (Harvard, Fogg Art 
Museum).9 For it was Taddeo who, among Giot-
to’s disciples, reproduced that artistic language  
of the great master most perfectly, dedicated to 
the realism coined by Giotto in concordance  
with the Superiors of the Mother Church of the 
Order in Assisi. “Il quale Taddeo …, dopo la 
morte di Giotto – il quale l’aveva tenuto a battesimo 
e … era stato suo maestro ventiquattro anni … –  
essendo rimasto nella pittura per giudizio e per  
ingegno fra i primi dell’arte e maggiore di tutti i suoi 
condiscepoli”, according to Vasari 1568.10 
  The altarpiece now at the Fogg Art Museum is  
in such condition that no trace of the predella  
remains, and the wooden support was replaced  
in modern times. It certainly followed the Pisan 
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model and thus presented three episodes: Inno- 
cent III’s vision, Innocent III’s confirmation of the 
Franciscan rule, and St. Francis’ sermon to the birds. 
  The great esteem the Franciscans had for  
Giotto’s godson and his interpretations in the 
artistic language of his godfather, is evidenced 
again by Vasari (1568): “In Casentino nella chiesa 
del Sasso della Vernia dipinse la cappella dove  
S. Francesco ricevette le stimmate…” 11 
  Among Taddeo’s works is one that gives us a  
possible terminus post quem for the dating of the 
Pisa panel (Paris, Louvre): the monumental  
decoration of the west wall of the refectory of 
Santa Croce in Florence (c. 1345, 11.20 × 11.70 m).  
A giant lignum vitae inspired by the eponymous 
pamphlet by Bonaventure of Bagnoreggio serves 
as the main theme. On the upper left we see  
the scene of the conferring of the stigmata, based 
on the model created by Giotto in Pisa. At the 
foot of the lignum are Saint John and the Virgin 
supported by the three Marys lamenting on the 
left. This is followed by St. Francis kneeling em-
bracing the cross. St. Bonaventure sits to the right  
writing his vision on a scroll. Behind St. Francis 
the commissioner, wearing a tunic of the Fran-
ciscan Third Order, stands in the act of prayer: 
Mona Vaggia Manfredi, the wife of Filippo  
Manfredi, who died on November 10, 1345. 
Saint Anthony of Padua, Saint Dominic and Saint 
Louis of Toulouse appear on the right.12 
  At first the presence of the Dominican saint  
is surprising, but it should be kept in mind, that it  

was Pope Benedict XI of the Order of Preachers 
who instituted the feast of the Stigmata of 
St. Francis in 1304 13, as reported by Luke Wad-
ding in his Annales. This suggests that Giotto’s 
Pisan altarpiece was executed shortly after 1304. 
In 1337, at the time of Benedict XII, the General 
Chapter, celebrated in Cahors, imposed the cele-
bration of the feast throughout the order and 
asked the Minister General, Gerald of Oddone, to  
write the liturgical texts.14 Here we also have  
the fact that the theme of Francis receiving the 
stigmata has been elevated to the central image 
of an altarpiece. The stylistic features, which date 
the altarpiece to the late thirteenth or early four-
teenth century, would therefore have the year 
1304 as its basis. It may further be noted how 
Giotto, in concordance with the Franciscan order, 
reached some sort of ideal formulation there for 
the depiction of the conferment of the stigmata 
on St. Francis, and it almost assumed the status of 
an icon for the Franciscan order becoming so 
inescapable that it was still copied at the time of 
Sassetta’s Borgo San Sepolcro polyptych (1437–
1444), in which Giotto’s composition reappears 
almost unchanged.15 The fact that the Pisan panel  
forms the prototype on which all further depic-
tions of the theme were based is certainly due to  
the fact that San Francesco in Pisa had been  
the seat of the Inquisition for the whole of Tus-
cany since 1254 and thus Giotto provided the 
prototype for the depiction of the new feast.16 
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