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Duccio's Maesta: The Function 
of the Scenes from the Life of Christ 
on the Reverse of the Altarpiece: 
A New Hypothesis 
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D u c d o Ji Buoninsegna, 
Maesta, reverse, 
reconstruction 
Afar White 1979, »S, fit! Si 

he l i terature currently available on Duc­
cio's Maesta for the main altar of Siena 
cathedral demonstrates that as far as the 
typological interpretations of this work are 
concerned, art historians are in agreement 
on a number of points.1 They recognize and 
appreciate the altarpiece as a synthesis of 
the formal and thematic development of 
altarpiece painting as it unfolded during the 
thir teenth century. There are two types of 
panel paintings considered to be the most 
significant antecedents for the main paint­
ing on the front of the altarpiece (fig. 1): the 
Virgin in vertical format and the dossal in 
horizontal format. The Passion of Christ 
scenes on the reverse (fig. 2) are seen in rela­
tion to the tradition of the altar antependium. 
The altarpiece predella appears to be related 
to older precursors of two works that have 
not survived but are still documented : 
Cimabue's polyptych for Santa Chiara in 
Pisa ( 1 3 0 1 ) 2 and Duccio's earlier Maesta in 
the town hall of Siena (1302).3 The pinnacles 
of the cathedral Maesta have been traced 
back to the retable in Perugia by Vigoroso 
da Siena ( 1 2 9 1 ) , the pinnacles of which were 
also decorated with angels.4 The Maesta's 
Gothic framework, which has not survived, 
but whose essential lines have been recon­
structed, is now considered to be the out­
come of a trend toward the Gothicization of 
the altarpiece, again first documented with 
the retable in Perugia by Vigoroso da Siena 
(fig. 3) . ' s 

With respect to the interpretation of the 
innovative and unusual elements of the altar­
piece, the various scholarly opinions fluc­
tuate between two positions. While some 
researchers are swayed for the most part by 
stylistic and iconographic considerations 
and speculate about the artist's extensive trav­
els, ascribing to him the knowledge of French 
Gothic cathedrals, Roman apse mosaics, and 
Byzantine art of the Near East,6 others base 
their arguments on the content of the work, 
stressing the "exceptional" character of the 
communal commission that led to its cre­
ation and Duccio's focused consideration of 
the site for the altarpiece.7 Inspired by the 
investigative "art in contex t" approach, 
scholars have given special attention to Duc­
cio's relationship to the cathedral in Siena. 
Their intensive efforts to discover formal and 
content­related links from the Maesta to the 
architecture of the cathedral and its interior 
design8 have culminated in the statement 
by Hans Belting that the "residence of the 
Madonna in her cathedral repeats itself like 
a picture within a picture on the panel [of 
the Maesta}."9 The comparison of the altar 
painting with the design of the church is sug­
gestive and not without a certain power of 
persuasion. However, one cannot avoid the 
question as to whether some of these argu­
ments are not simply too clever, assuming 
too much careful and refined planning. One 
does not have to be a pedantic critic to see 
that these suggested analogies deal in part 
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i. Duccio di Buoninsegna, 
Maesta, early fourteenth 
century; front, reconstruction 
After !»hn White, Duccio: Tuscan 
Art and the Medieval Workshop 
(London, 1979!, 84, fig. 51 

with different elements and that one could 
well consider other alternative explanations 
for the questions surrounding the Maesta's 
origins.10 

In light of the multi tude of conceivable 
points of contact, the complexity of the prob­
lems that confront scholars in their search 
for models and sources of inspiration for 
Duccio's Maesta cannot in the end, without 
a certain arbitrariness, be reduced to the 
local context of the work. The discussion on 
these points will doubtless proceed for some 
t ime to come. A series of relevant questions 
already beg to be asked. In the case of the 
Maesta, are we actually dealing only with a 

combination of . the various types of altar 
paintings already established in Siena at this 
t ime? 1 1 Faced with the complexi ty of a 
double­sided construction like the Maesta, 
do we not indeed have to consider on a much 
broader basis the possibility of the artist's 
adaptation of other types of panel painting, 
or his reception of iconographic types and 
cycles from other genres and media? Did 
Duccio take over the arcade of apostle busts 
on the front side from older polyptychs,12 or 
did he, perhaps inspired by Byzantine or 
Byzantinizing iconostasis beams, introduce 
it to make up for the difference in heigbt 
between the vertical format of the enthroned 
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Madonna and the horizontal format of the 
polyptych?13 On which models did Duccio 
base the Life of Mary scenes on the front of 
the coronamentol14 Is it mere coincidence 
that French Marian ivory triptychs repre­
sent in great detail Mary's death and assump­
tion in a sequence similar to that of the 
scenes in the Maesta7.15 When one consid­
ers the apparition scenes on the back of the 
altarpiece, for which there is nothing com­
parable in the realm of older panel painting, 
are not the most likely precedents to be 
found in manuscript i l lumination?1 6 Can 
one assume that the main part of the reverse 
with its Passion scenes arranged around a 

large Crucifixion typologically belongs to 
the tradition of pictorial altar decoration, even 
though the comparative material offers only 
vague points of reference? The questions 
raised here cannot, for the most part, be 
definitively answered. In this essay I will con­
centrate only on the last question. My pri­
mary aim is to elucidate evidence for a 
number of hypotheses regarding the function 
of the entire reverse of the Maesta. To this 
end let me first summarize the current state 
of scholarship on the subject. 

The double­sided design of the Maesta has 
been explained not only by the freestanding 
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position of the high altar in Siena cathedral, 
but also by assuming a liturgical function 
for the east side of the altar. Kees van der 
Ploeg provided the rationale for this func­
tion in his reconstruction of the liturgical 
furnishing of the chancel.17 There are three 
basic tenets to his argument, (i) The Oido 
officiorum ecclesiae Senensis of 1215 con­
tains the following location reference, "in 
Sacristia, vel post Altare Beatae Virginis," 
which apparently describes the place where 
the canons' stalls stood: behind the high 
altar in the east part of the church.1 8 (2) The 
repeated appearance in this text of the loca­
tion reference, "ante Altare in Choro," seems 
to establish the existence of a second altar 
in the chancel, probably a sacramental altar.19 

(3) The lack of reference to a sacramental altar 
in later sources justifies the assumption that 
the newly erected high altar of 1260 also took 
over the function of this sacramental altar.20 

As a consequence we seem to be dealing 
with a double altar—an altar for the lay con­
gregation and an altar for the clergy, a Vir­
gin altar and a Christ altar, or rather a Passion 
altar, as Florens Deuchler emphasizes21—and 
the double­sidedness of the Maesta panel 
could be seen as the result of this set of cir­
cumstances. This view has now been adopted 
by many authors on the subject,22 and Belt­
ing has formulated it very explicitly: "The 
double face of the bilateral panel was designed 
for its location on the freestanding high altar, 
and it also conveys the double hereditary suc­
cession that this work took on: the heritage 
of the two altars in the chancel, one of the 
Virgin and the other of Christ ."2 3 

A great deal of what has been written over 
the last ten to twenty years on the typolog­
ical, functional, and iconographic questions 
concerning the reverse of the Maesta has been 
influenced by this hypothesis of the double 

J. Vigoroso da Siena, Virgin 
and Child with Saints Mary 
Magdalene, John the Baptist, 
John the Evangelist, and 
lulian, 1291, tempera on 
panel 
GftUfidfl N a z i u n a l e de l l 'Umhria , 
Perugia; photograph: Boprintendaizi 
per i Beni A m b i e n t a l i , Art i s t ic i 
e Storici , Perugia 
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altar.24 I here summarize briefly the most 
frequently discussed arguments and com­
ment on their weak points. Scholars have 
stressed repeatedly that the sequence of 
images of the Passion of Christ on the panel 
appears to be arranged with the clergy in 
mind, their celebrations of mass and their 
canonical hours.2 5 A liturgical program for 
the selection and ordering of the scenes has, 
however, not been demonstrated. Especially 
one feature was used in the argument: the 
central position of the Wedding of Cana in 
the predella.26 There can be no doubt that 
in the exegetic tradition this scene was con­
nected with eucharistic symbolism, but that 
circumstance alone does not prove that a 
liturgical function of the scene was intended. 
The central position of the scene could, for 
example, also be adequately explained merely 
through a consideration of the cycle's chrono­
logical sequence. 

In its attempts to find a typological con­
text for the scenes of the reverse of the altar­
piece, current scholarship has for the most 
part also remained within the realm of altar 
decoration. References to antependia and 
dossals in this context often include examples 
whose thematic content clearly shows a dif­
ferent concept.27 Deuchler, who identifies 
the reverse as a Passion altar, assumes that 
there were older antependia with corre­
sponding scenes that served as models for 
Duccio.2 8 His reference to their "tradizione 
antichissima," supported by the Pala d'oro 
created in 1020 and now in the museum of 
the cathedral of Aachen, does not, however, 
hide the fact that the concept of the chris­
tological side of the Maesta cannot be con­
vincingly related to the few and disparate 
examples that have come down to us.2 9 It is 
also worth noting in this context that in 
light of the assumed function of the reverse 
of the altarpiece, scholars have, on the one 
hand, spared no efforts to establish a com­
pelling reading of the narrative sequence of 
the scenes, while, on the other hand, they 
have to ta l ly neglected the ques t ion of 
whether the public, which would, in part, 
have been sitting at a distance of approxi­
mately ten meters, would have been able to 
see at all, not to mention adequately iden­
tify, the relatively small series of images on 
the altarpiece, which was approximately six 
meters high.3 0 

The fact that the double altar thesis for 
the Maesta has received such broad accep­
tance seems even more surprising when the 
documentary sources from the late thir­
teenth and early fourteenth centuries are 
taken into consideration. There is, in fact, 
no written evidence at all to support a double­
sided liturgical use of the altar,31 and the doc­
uments pertaining to the remodeling of the 
high altar and the canons' choir give for both 
a clear physical indication, "suptus metam" 
("under the dome").32 For the other double­
sided retables that have been preserved, there 
is also no evidence to support a two­sided 
liturgical function of the altars 3 3 In some 
cases the possibility of such a function can 
be conclusively eliminated.3 4 

Since the publication in 1995 of Edith 
Struchholz' investigation into the choir and 
chancel of Siena cathedral—a study that has 
not yet been taken into consideration in the 
more recent literature on the Maesta—one 
must conclude that the history of the litur­
gical accessories in the cathedral is less com­
plicated and unusual than has been assumed 
hitherto by Kees van der Ploeg. On the basis 
of a new analysis of the pertinent sources, 
Struchholz concludes that the descriptive pas­
sages in the Ordo officiorum mention only 
one, not two altars, and that the choir stalls 
stood in front of the high altar 3 5 Further­
more, in her discussion of the structural 
changes carried out in the 1250s and 1260s, 
she virtually confirms the validity of the older 
reconstruction proposals, which place the 
main altar as well as the polygonal chancel 
under the dome (fig. 4) 3 6 As a result of these 
findings, there is no longer any basis for all 
the assumptions regarding a functional con­
nection between the reverse of the Maesta 
and the clergy. Struchholz sees an explana­
tion for the reverse of the altarpiece in "the 
entrance to the Duomo in the eastern part 
as a connecting axis to the city center and 
in the massive processions on the great Mar­
ian feasts, which could have been led around 
the hexagonal chancel (erected in the thir­
teenth century)."3 7 In light of the small for­
mat of the individual scenes and the fact that 
they were apparently intended to be viewed 
from close range, Struchholz' explanation 
seems as unlikely as those already men­
tioned, since the participants in communal 
processions and rituals would have been able 
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to view the reverse of the Maesta only in 
passing. Had the city especially envisioned 
such an audience in motion, then the city's 
"megalomaniacal" pride, which is often con­
sidered the driving force behind the project, 
certainly would have been better satisfied 
by pictures of larger format.3 8 

If we assume that the clergy was indeed 
located in front of the high altar, then old 
questions become relevant again and new 
ones arise as well. Why were the extraordi­
nary dimensions of the Maesta not used to 
accommodate painted scenes of larger for­
mat? Why was a large format not chosen for 
at least the Crucifixion scene? Why did they 
not limit themselves to scenes of the Pas­
sion, but rather also included scenes from 
Jesus' public life and a whole series of appari­
tions of the resurrected Christ? Does the 
extensive cycle of paintings have something 
to do with the function of the altar, or is it 
perhaps primarily a kind of artistic coun­
terbalance to the circumstance that the cathe­
dral, because of its design, could not be 
appropriately decorated with wall paint­
ings?39 Does not the eucharistic symbolism 
of the Wedding of Cana at the center of the 
predella provide sufficient evidence for the 
assumption that mass was also celebrated 
in back of the altar? If one accepts that the 
design of the reverse was conceived pri­
marily with a moving, processional public 
in mind, then would one not also have to 
assume that the painted scenes in small for­
mat had more or less the same function that 
Paul Veyne ascribed to the series of reliefs 
on the column of Trajan, that it was essen­
tially the representational effect of the altar­
piece that dictated its design, rather than its 
legibility and symbolic accessibility for the 
public, however tha t publ ic migh t be 
defined?40 In short, why was a christologi­
cal cycle produced with so many diminutive 
scenes—a pictorial cycle that encompassed 
more scenes than any other known cycle of 
wall paintings with the same theme?4 1 

As indicated above, in light of the extra­
ordinary size and singular complexity of 
Duccio's Maesta, I favor an explanation that 
takes into account different models and 
sources of inspiration for the individual parts. 
The reverse consists of a rectangular main 
section, the predella, and the superstructure 
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4. Reconstruction of the 
thirteenth-century choir of 
Siena cathedral and its 
furnishings 
After Edith S t r u c h h u l z , Die 
Choranlagen unci Chorgestuhle des 
Sieneser Domes (Mi ins tcr and N e w 
York, 199s) , } o 6 , fig. 18 

{coronamento). Each of these parts has a the­
matic focus: the predella shows the scenes 
illustrating Jesus' public life, the rectangu­
lar central portion shows primarily the Pas­
sion of Christ, and the coronamento presents 
seven of the nine apparitions of the resur­
rected Christ. Each of the three parts has its 
own history of origin. 

The predella as such was, as already noted, 
not new. Duccio had evidently already used 
such a base (with scenes or with half­length 
figures) for the Maesta in the Palazzo Pub­
blico. The superstructure was likewise not 
a completely new element. The use of gables 
for images of angels and the Savior has been 
well documented since Vigoroso da Siena. 
The coronamento of the Maesta is, however, 
for the most part new in both its individual 
forms and its function as a support for paint­
ings. For the first t ime ever in the history of 
panel painting, Duccio introduced a super­
structure that spanned two registers. The 
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v Ducc io di Buoninsegna , 
Maesta, m a i n rear panel , 
Passion scenes , 1308-1311, 
t e m p e r a on panel 
Musco dell 'Opon Metropolitana, 
Siena; photograph: Soprintendenza 
per i Bcni Artistici c Storici per lc 
province di Siena E Grosseto 

superstructure's basic unit of form, which 
is repeated seven times, has the following 
characteristics: two gabled rectangular frames 
of differing sizes are placed one on top of the 
other, whereby the peak of the gable of the 
lower, larger frame has been capped and flat­
tened to form a base for the upper frame. Until 
the creation of the Maesta, the top parts of 
altarpieces had a less complex form. The 
oldest retables exhibit simple triangular pin­
nacles, just like those of polyptych no. 28 in 
the Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena, a work 
that has been ascribed to Duccio. At the 
same t ime it appears that gabled rectangu­
lar frames were sometimes used for the larger 
central panels of polyptychs, like the dossal 
by Vigoroso da Siena in Perugia. The com­
plex, double­layered superstructure intro­
duced by Duccio was probably inspired by 
contemporary Gothic architecture. Arnolfo 
di Cambio used the form of a horizontally 
capped and flattened gable on the facade of 
the cathedral in Florence for the canopies, 
which are crowned by tabernacles and frame 
the two side entrances.42 The introduction 
of additional pictorial fields for paintings 
i n to t he coronamento was apparen t ly 
prompted by the desire to accommodate on 
the front of the Maesta the scenes from the 

Life of Mary that are related to the title of 
the altar. Older altar paintings did not exhibit 
narrative scenes in this area. Until this t ime 
the pinnacles were reserved for angels and 
the center for the Savior. 

From these observations one can draw the 
following conclusions concerning the inter­
pretation of the reverse of the altar. (1) The 
scenes of the apparitions of Christ on the 
reverse of the altar—scenes that belong nei­
ther to the tradition of panel painting nor to 
that of mural painting—were evidently a 
t h e m a t i c c o m p l e m e n t , induced by t he 
enlargement of the coronamento. (2) The 
evidence supporting an enlargement of the 
coronamento through an ad hoc decision 
also confirms the hypothesis reached by 
scholarship to date that the horizontal rec­
tangular main portion of the reverse of the 
Maesta (fig. 5) must be investigated and 
understood as a categorically discrete unit. 

These findings prompt in turn the fol­
lowing questions. Where do we find hori­
zon t a l r ec tangu la r a l t a rp ieces w i t h an 
enlarged central image and smaller ones to 
either side? Where are panels with a central 
Crucifixion and scenes of the Passion on 
either side to be found? The first question 
is easily answered. Among the earliest types 
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of altar paintings we find the horizontally 
formatted rectangular dossal. It is already doc­
umented in Sienese painting by the ante­
pendiumlike Majestas Domini panel in the 
Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena.43 This type 
of painting was also adapted for the cult of 
the saints, as we see in the panel dating from 
the last third of the thirteenth century show­
ing the enthroned Saint John in the same 
museum. 4 4 John White has pointed out that 
the architectural elements in the internal sub­
division of this panel return later in the 
Maesta.45 The second question requires a 
more involved answer: the understanding of 
the eucharist as representation [repiaesen-
tatio), remembrance, and visualization of 
Christ's sacrificial death46 lead already in the 
early Middle Ages to the decoration of the 
altar with a cross, and since the eleventh cen­
tury with increasing frequency to the erec­
tion of a cross on or near the altar table.47 

In Italy, painted crosses, flanked on either 
side by Passion scenes, were used since the 
twelf th century 4 8 The tradition of these 
croci dipinte is a possible explanation for the 
fact that painted antependia with the Cru­
cifixion flanked by a series of images from 
the Life of Christ were not common during 
this period. The same is true for the hori­
zontal dossals on the altar. Painted Passion 
scenes first found their way to the altar pri­
marily as accompaniment to the Madonna.49 

The evolution of the form of the croce dip-
inta—the replacement of the Chhstus tri-
umphans by the Christus patiens, as well as 
the decline in the use of lateral scenes—may 
in some regions have favored this develop­
ment. The relatively large crucifix hanging 
above the altar and the Madonna on the altar 
flanked by Passion scenes were probably 
often arranged and installed as an ensemble.50 

The location of the crucifixion scene in the 
central gable of some later retables, fre­
quently above a Madonna figure, seems to 
follow the traditional placement of the croce 
dipinta above the dossal. An example of this 
type of altarpiece from the Siena region is 
the polyptych ascribed to Ugolino da Siena 
m the Cleveland Museum of Art, whereby 
the Madonna is, however, not flanked by Pas­
sion scenes but by saints.51 The combina­
tion of a Crucifixion, highlighted through a 
larger format and central or elevated posi­
tion, and Passion scenes was not common 

in Sienese painting at this time. Among the 
Sienese retables that have been preserved 
from the period before Duccio's Maesta there 
is not a single example of such an altarpiece. 
For this reason it is necessary to consider 
other areas as well. There are several small­
scale panels for private devotion worth dis­
cussing in this context. 

From northern Italy—Venice, Rimini, and 
Bologna—a series of small panel paintings 
portraying cycles of the Life of Christ have 
survived. These are primarily vertically for­
matted diptychs and triptychs,52 whose typo­
logical precedents are to be found in Byzantine 
art.5 3 A few panels, however, also exhibit a 
horizontal format. The first example (fig. 6) 
was published in 1932 by Evelyn Sandberg­
Vavala and has been discussed repeatedly in 
art­historical literature since then.5 4 This 
panel measures 67.3 x 84.8 cm and depicts 
twenty individual scenes grouped around a 
larger central Crucifixion scene. The six 
upper fields show scenes from the Life of 
Christ, while the fourteen others portray 
events from the lives of various saints. In 
terms of typological precedents, this panel 
goes back to Byzantine calendar icons, mod­
ifying them in particular through the cen­
tral placement and enlarged format of the 
Crucifixion scene. On some examples of this 
type of Byzantine icon we encounter not 
only figures of saints and scenes from their 
lives, arranged according to their feast days, 
but also scenes from the Life of Christ in sepa­
rate and distinct sequence and chronology.55 

A further example, which was no longer 
in its original form and has since disappeared, 
was published in 1956­1957 by Giuseppe 
Fiocco and Gertrude Coor­Achenbach. 5 6 

This work included twenty individual scenes 
divided into two groups and placed in mod­
ern frames, which were on display in Saint­
Nicolas­des­Champs in Paris. They depicted 
exclusively events from the Life of Christ. 
Coor­Achenbach assumed, probably cor­
rectly, that the individual painted scenes 
were originally arranged around a larger Cru­
cifixion scene. The overall dimensions must 
have been approximately 70 x 90 cm. In this 
case the format must again have been hori­
zontal with the Crucifixion in the center, 
framed, in similar fashion to the vita panels 
of saints, by narrative scenes.57 
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6. Venetian School, 
Crucifixion Surrounded by 
Twenty Scenes from the 
Infancy and Passion of Christ 
and the Lives of the Saints, 
early four t een th century, 
t empera on panel 
Present whereabouts unknown 

The third example (fig. 7) is located in the 
Museum fiir Spatantike und byzantinische 
Kunst in Berlin.58 In this case, the number 
of individual narrat ive scenes has been 
reduced from twenty to sixteen and in the 
center of the panel a Crucifixion image is 
positioned above an icon of the Madonna 
and Child. Unti l now the occurrence of 
such horizontal rectangular panels has not 
been considered in the search for histori­
cal precedents for the reverse of the Maesta, 
because the composite arrangement of images 
in these panels was viewed as evidence for 
the influence of the Sienese altarpiece in 
northern Italy.59 However, for stylistic rea­
sons alone, this is not a very convincing 

argument. These panels show a mixture of 
Byzantine and western elements that was 
characteristic for Venetian painting of the 
trecento. There are in fact no points of ref­
erence in these panels that would relate 
them to Sienese painting of this period. 
They are rather to be understood as wit­
nesses for the reception of Byzantine icons 
in the West, with origins distinct from those 
of contemporary Tuscan panel painting. 
Such panels are interest ing examples of 
how certain types of Byzantine icons, un­
coupled from their original liturgical sym­
b o l i s m and f u n c t i o n a l c o n t e x t , were 
rearranged and adapted for a western audi­
ence. The fact that Venice was a center for 
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diverse experimentation with eastern icons 
is well known. 6 0 

Panels of this kind were doubtless produced 
rather often, and one can probably assume 
that they were distributed and known not 
only in northern Italy but also within the 
central region of Italy.61 I would like to 
underscore this assumption with two fur­
ther examples: one is a fragmentary dossal 
from the last quarter of the thir teenth cen­
tury, now in the Timken Museum of Art in 
San Diego (fig. S),6^ and the other, in the Uni­
versity Art Gallery in Tucson, Arizona, is a 
small folding panel from the early trecento 
(44.4 x 63.5cm), which has been attributed 
to Pacino di Buonaguida (fig. 9) /^ With 
respect to the dossal in San Diego, which is 
attr ibuted to two anonymous Florentine 

painters, the Magdalene Master and the Mas­
ter of San Gaggio, I would like, above all, to 
highlight the sequence of the images: twelve 
Passion scenes are grouped evenly on either 
side of a half­length Madonna figure, in an 
arrangement similar to that of the lower 
part of the Berlin panel with the cycle of the 
Life of Christ. The second panel is distin­
guished from the others by its folding wings. 
According to a supposition put forward by 
Richard Offner and shared by other schol­
ars, this folding panel served originally as a 
custodia to keep the eucharist.6 4 At the cen­
ter of the panel is a large­format Crucifix­
ion scene with a mourning Mary Magdalene, 
donors, and a Clarissan nun at the feet of 
Christ. Sixteen scenes from the Life of Christ 
are spread evenly over the wings. 

7. Venetian School, 
Crucifixion, Virgin, and 
Scenes from the Life of 
Christ, early fourteenth 
century, tempera on panel 
S t a a t l i c h e M u s e e n z u Ber l in— 
P r e u s s i s c h e r Kulturbes i t z , M u s e u m 
fiir Spi i tant ike und h y z a n t i n i s c h e 
Kunst , Berl in 
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8. Magdalene Master 
and Master of San Gaggio, 
Virgin and Child with 
Passion Scenes, 
late thirteenth century, 
tempera on panel 
Timken Museum of Art, San Diego 

At this point I would like briefly to draw 
attention to the fact that north of the Alps, 
in the paint ing f rom the region around 
Cologne, comparable panels have come down 
to us which accurately have been traced back 
to Italian models.65 A panel in the Wallraff-
Richartz Museum from the third quarter of 
the fourteenth century with twenty-seven 
scenes from the Life of Christ is of interest 
in the current context, because here again 
the Crucifixion scene is highlighted through 
an enlarged format (fig. io).66 

Concerning the original provenance of the 
northern Italian panels portraying the Life 
of Christ, there is, as far as I can see, no writ­
ten documentation. Some of them exhibit 
iconographic characteristics that indicate 
they originated within the milieu of Fran­
ciscan convents. It is rather unlikely that they 
had a uniform, consistent function. In any 
case, it is, however, almost certain that these 
panel paintings, because of their relatively 
d iminu t ive size overall, and especially 
because of their numerous individual scenes 
in small format, were not intended for larger 
audiences. Instead, notwithstanding where 
they were displayed—whether in private 
spaces or within churches—we can assume 
that they served primarily for the private 
devotion of individuals or small groups of 
worshipers. Edward B. Garrison's assumption, 
that they were used as dossals, does not seem 
very probable.67 If one, however, holds to this 
possibility, then the most likely locations 

for these panels would have been small side 
altars rather than main altars. The Tuscan 
panel in the Timken Museum of Art provides, 
nevertheless, grounds for the hypothesis that 
such horizontally formatted panels could in 
some cases also have served as models for 
paintings that were to be mounted on the 
altar. It testifies to an evolution to a larger 
format which would have corresponded to 
this function. Anne Derbes recently argued 
for a possible Franciscan provenance for these 
panels.68 

If one compares the reverse of the Maesta 
in this context with the panel paintings men­
tioned above, it appears that Duccio (or the 
communal authorities who commissioned 
the work), in designing the painting for the 
main altar of Siena cathedral, intentionally 
used as a point of orientation a kind of panel 
painting that normally served for private 
devotion. Following this line of investiga­
tion, the reverse of the Maesta emerges as 
the result of transferring a type of painting 
designed for extraliturgical use into the realm 
of altar furnishing.6 9 If one takes this con­
clusion seriously, it leads almost inevitably 
to the assumption that the narrative scenes 
of the Maesta were conceived intentionally 
for viewing from close range by individuals 
or small groups. 

Why were the private Meditationes vitae 
Christi considered appropriate for the reverse 
of the high altarpiece in Siena cathedral? 
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"One dis t inct iconographic convent ion 
among double-sided altarpieces was to have 
narrative scenes on the secondary face, and 
a more iconic composition of standing fig­
ures on the principal face."7 0 Can this state­
ment by Julian Gardner be applied to the 
t ime period prior to the Maesta7. Was Duc­
cio following a convention when he designed 
the high altarpiece of Siena cathedral? The 
available evidence is sparse and question­
able. Since it pertains to Perugia and its 
environs, and Duccio, like other painters 
from Siena,71 had documented contacts with 
the Umbrian region, it seems, nevertheless, 
advisable to at least mention this evidence: 
since the 1960s scholars have postulated 
the existence of a double­sided dossal by the 
Maestro di San Francesco. According to esti­
mations of its original construction, one 
side portrayed a series of standing figures 

(Saint Francis and the twelve Apostles) with 
an enthroned Christ in the middle, while 
the other side showed Passion scenes, alter­
nating with standing figures of prophets and 
saints.72 Dillian Gordon's investigation into 
the altarpiece uncovered convincing tech­
nical evidence to support this reconstruc­
tion proposal, the logic of which, in light of 
the different systems of decoration for the 
two sides, is at first not at all obvious.73 The 
reconstruction seems even more plausible 
through consideration of a later work, a 
double­sided altarpiece from the second 
quarter of the trecento, which found its way 
in the nineteenth century from Paciano into 
the Pinacoteca of Perugia. It still exhibits 
the low horizontal format that was common 
for dossals from the second half of the due­
cento but that was, however, mostly out of 
fashion already by the beginning of the tre­

9. Pacino di Iiuonaguida, 
Scenes from the Life of 
Christ, early fourteenth 
century, tempera on panel 
University Art Gallery, University 
of Arizona, Tucson 
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io. School of Cologne, 
Crucifixion with Twenty-
Seven Scenes from the Life 
of Christ, third quar te r of 
the four t een th century, 
t empera on panel 
Wallraff-Richartz Museum, Cologne; 
photograph: Rhcinisches Bildarchiv, 
Cologne 

cento. On the one side we see an enthroned 
Madonna flanked on either side by notice­
ably smaller saints, and on the other side 
five Passion scenes, a Crucifixion (almost 
completely destroyed) under the central 
gable, on the left Christ being taken pris­
oner and Christ carrying the Cross, and on 
the right probably the Descent from the 
Cross (likewise nearly altogether destroyed), 
followed by the Entombment. 

It seems, therefore, possible that Duccio's 
Maesta was not the first altarpiece to fea­
ture an "iconic composition" of individual 
figures on one side and narrative scenes on 

the other. The Sienese painter may have 
seen t he dossal by the Maes t ro di San 
Francesco in Umbria, as well as other earlier 
examples.74 As reasonable as this observa­
tion may seem, it does not really further the 
discussion. Why were the two sides of the 
Umbrian altarpiece designed differently? 
Were there functional reasons for this? What 
do we know about the original appearance 
and mode of display of this altarpiece? 

Regarding the dossal of the Maestro di San 
Francesco, which was apparently created 
between 126?. and 1272, Dillian Gordon 
was able to identify the high altar of San 
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Francesco al Prato in Perugia as the origi­
nal location of the painting.7 5 Considering 
the strong presence of Franciscan saints on 
the Madonna side (Clare, Francis, Louis of 
Toulouse, Anthony of Padua), the prove­
nance of the altarpiece from Paciano can also 
be traced back to a Franciscan convent.7 6 

Gardner discusses the double­sidedness of 
this altarpiece in connection with the two 
different groups of observers, laypeople and 
monks. 7 7 Gordon assumes that the side of 
the dossal of the Maestro di San Franceso 
that featured the Passion scenes was facing 
the nave of the church, while the side with 
the Apostles would have been visible to the 
friars.78 Gardner, on the other hand, evi­
dently following his interpretat ion cited 
above, arrives at just the reverse orientation 
of the altarpiece.79 In the case of the dossal 
from Paciano, the side with the figures of 
the saints is generally considered to be the 
front because of the relatively large size of 
the Madonna. No matter which orientation 
of the dossal of the Maestro di San Francesco 
is in fact the correct one, a number of other 
questions present themselves. Why is there 
not a considerably larger number of docu­
mented double­sided altars from churches 
of the Franciscan and other orders? Why 
were they evidently more widely distributed 
in Perugia and Umbria than elsewhere? Why 
did Ugolino di Nuccio da Montevibiano, 
the abbot of the Benedictine abbey of San 
Pietro in Perugia, decide not to use narra­
tive scenes, but rather to commission from 
Meo da Siena a double­sided dossal that por­
trayed figures of saints on both sides?80 Why 
do we find Passion scenes painted on the 
reverse of the dossal from Paciano, while in 
the case of other Franciscan altarpieces, like 
the dossal from the convent of the Frati 
Minori del Farneto, now in the Pinacoteca 
in Perugia, we see such scenes on the front 
of the altarpiece, f lanking a half­ length 
Madonna and Child.81 

Scholars are only beginning to answer 
these questions. But even if one is optimis­
tic and believes that conclusive evidence will 
be uncovered in one or the other of the cur­
rently unresolved cases, at the same t ime 
one must admit that the speculations on 
firmly established conventions in this field 
have become rather doubtful. A brief con­
sideration of the Stefaneschi Altarpiece pro­

vides fur ther confirmation for this argu­
ment. Julian Gardner, who assumes the high 
altar of Old Saint Peter's to be the original 
location of the altarpiece, makes the case 
that the only scenes depicted, the two rep­
resentations of the martyrdoms of Peter and 
Paul, could have been viewed only by the 
clerics sitting in the apse.82 Bram Kempers 
and Sible de Blaauw, who locate the monu­
mental triptych on the altare canonicorum, 
argue to the contrary "that the retable was 
placed with the Christ side to the choir 
stalls, i.e. to that side of the altar where mass 
was celebrated. " 8 3 No matter which of these 
hypotheses one favors, it seems worth men­
tioning that in this case it is not possible to 
delineate clearly an iconic and a narrative 
side of the work. The side devoted to Peter 
illustrates, to be sure, exclusively individ­
ual figures,­ however, on the reverse side the 
two martyrdom scenes are not flanking a 
narrative theme but rather the figure of 
Christ enthroned, and on the predella we 
see the complete series of Apostles to either 
side of the Madonna and Child.8 4 Although 
it may not be possible at present to deter­
mine exactly which factors dictated the 
iconographic program of the altarpiece, we 
can still be reasonably assured that they 
resulted primarily from the specific condi­
tions of the original location in Old Saint 
Peter's. My research leads me to the con­
clusion that the study of double­sided altar­
pieces, including those both before and after 
Duccio's time, does not yield sufficient evi­
dence to support the credible reconstruction 
of these works according to a more or less 
binding set of conventions. It appears that 
in most cases we are dealing with a unique 
constellation of facts, motives, and deci­
sion making. 

If we turn our attention to a possible expla­
nation for the choice of themes on the reverse 
of the Maesta, we again encounter primar­
ily specific, place­related factors that cannot 
be understood using the current set of com­
monly applied typological investigative cri­
teria. At this point I would like to introduce 
three considerations into the discussion, the 
last of which appears to me to be the most 
important. The first of these considerations 
concerns the possibility of a theological 
advisor. Since panel paintings featuring 
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extensive cycles of the Life of Christ were 
apparently widely distributed within the 
milieu of the Frati Minori, the question 
arises as to whether a Franciscan theologian 
may have influenced the conception and 
design of the Maesta. The narrative cycle, 
however, does not yield any supportive evi­
dence for this possibility.85 On the contrary, 
the series of Passion scenes is distinctly 
different in terms of its iconography from 
cycles that have been proven to have Fran­
ciscan origins. The particular selection of 
the portrayed scenes points in a different 
direction. In light of the painting's exten­
sive series of images of the trial of Christ, 
the absence of several themes favored by 
the Franciscans is striking: neither the Dis­
robing of Christ, the Mounting of the Cross, 
or the Nailing to the Cross are represented.86 

There is in addition further evidence indi­
cating that these scenes were left out inten­
tionally. The planning and execution of the 
Maesta occurred under the pontificate of a 
Dominican, Ruggiero da Casole, who occu­
pied the office of bishop in Siena from 1307 
to 1317.87 

The second consideration has to do with 
the consecration of the altar.88 In this con­
nection one is prompted to ask whether the 
extensive cycle of the Life of Christ scenes 
has something to do with the notion of 
Mary's piety. The depiction of the Virgin read­
ing and meditating emerged around 1300 as 
a new, auspicious theme. It first appeared 
at the end of the thirteenth century in con­
nection with scenes of the Annunciation of 
the Birth of Chris t . 8 9 The image of the 
Mother of God reading the Psalms or Isaiah 
was prevalent at that t ime.9 0 Duccio em­
ployed this motif twice. In the Annuncia­
tion of the Birth of Christ, Mary holds an 
open book in her left hand, in which one 
can read the passage from Isaiah 7:14 ("Ecce 
virgo concipiet et pariet filium et vocabitur 
n o m e n eius Emmanue l " ) , 9 1 and in the 
Annunciation of the Death of Mary, an open 
book again lies on her desk. In this case we 
see only a pseudo­text in the opened book. 
The context of the theme of the painting 
would indicate that it is probably the book 
of Psalms. The piety of Mary was, however, 
associated not only with the reading of bib­
lical texts and with devotional prayer. The 
Legenda Aurea calls to mind, at the feast of 

the Assumption, the figure of Mary medi­
tating without any text. Jacobus de Voragine 
reports that Mary remained behind after the 
departure of the Apostles from Jerusalem and 
stayed in the house on Mount Sion unti l her 
death, a period of twelve years according to 
this source. During this t ime of in tense 
devotional prayer, Mary visited in spirit all 
the sites of the life of Christ: "As long as 
she lived, she diligently and devoutly vis­
ited all the places sacred to the memory of 
her Son—where he had been baptized, had 
fasted, had prayed, and suffered, died, and 
been buried, had risen and ascended into 
heaven."9 2 Mary appears here as an example 
of the pious life, dedicated to the contem­
plation of the earthly existence of Jesus, and 
in this context it is only of secondary impor­
tance whether, in reading the above­cited sen­
tence, one imagines Mary to be a real or—as 
I prefer to interpret it—a purely meditative 
pilgrim. The Meditationes vitae Christi 
function here to a certain degree as a con­
textual attribute for the piety of Mary. If one 
takes into consideration this tradition, which 
was probably called to mind during cele­
brations of the feast of the Assumption, then 
the Maesta panel appears to fulfill a very con­
crete func t ion . It i l lus t ra tes in biblical 
sequence the events that continually occu­
pied the spiritual eye of Mary during her pious 
medi ta t ions before her assumpt ion into 
heaven. To the medieval urban viewer, who 
in general would not have been able to under­
take a pilgrimage to the loca sancta, this 
sequence of images appeared as a vehicle for 
an alternative, imaginary pilgrimage to these 
sites. In this way viewers could replicate the 
ac tua l m e d i t a t i v e prac t ice of Mary in 
Jerusalem through their devotion within 
the church, the symbolic Jerusalem. Accord­
ing to relevant hagiographic and visual 
sources, this sort of meditative "exchange 
of roles" became associated with the con­
templation of religious paintings since the 
late duecento.9 3 Whether it played a role as 
a concept in the planning of the reverse of 
the Maesta remains, however, in the realm 
of speculation. 

The third, most significant consideration 
concerns a later painting that probably pro­
vides a clue toward resolving the question 
of the Maesta's function. The panel is Saint 
Anthony at Mass, of c. 1440, attributed to 
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the Master of the Osservanza, and now in 
Berlin (fig. 11 ).94 The painting shows a part 
of the interior of the cathedral in Siena. We 
see a view through the Cappella di Sant' 
Ansano toward the sanctuary on the right.95 

The young Saint Anthony appears twice: 
once in the foreground, participating in mass 
in front of the altar to Saint Ansano and 
then a second t ime in the background, kneel­
ing in personal devotion before the reverse 
side of the high altar. The documentary 
value of this panel here is limited due to its 
date of origin and chronological distance 
from the Maesta's t ime of creation. Fur­
thermore, one must consider that the Maesta 
was at the t ime of this later work no longer 
at its original site, but rather at the location 
to which it had been moved in 1375. One 
can, however, imagine the situation behind 
the high altar in this painting as largely anal­
ogous to that of the early trecento.9 6 It is 
therefore worthwhile to take a closer look 
at the contents of this painting. What con­
cepts can be associated with the figure of 
Anthony in meditation? The painting belongs 
to a series of eight surviving panels with 
scenes from the life of the saint. There are 
six horizontally formatted images and two 
with vertical formats, which were originally 
arranged around a central panel, presum­
ably portraying a standing figure of the saint. 
The panel in Berlin is the first one in the 
series. 

The passage in the Legenda Aurea per­
taining to this scene reads as follows: "When 
Anthony was twenty years old, he heard the 
following words read in church: 'If thou wilt 
be perfect, go sell what thou hast and give 
to the poor.' He sold all he had, gave the pro­
ceeds to the poor, and from then on lived the 
life of a hermit."9 7 The distribution of money 
to the poor and the departure of the saint 
into the desert are depicted in the next two 
scenes, now in the National Gallery in Wash­
ington. If one draws upon the passage cited 
above to interpret the panel in Berlin, then 
it seems at first that the saint portrayed in 
the foreground may be listening to the appro­
priate passage from Matthew 19:21.98 If, 
however, one examines carefully the ele­
ments represented in the foreground of the 
painting, then this interpretat ion is not 
exactly accurate. The priest performing the 
mass has, to be sure, his gaze trained on the 
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missal lying open to his left, yet we cannot 
assume that he is necessarily reading the 
Gospel lesson. As on the altar we see not 
only the communion chalice covered by the 
paten, but also the consecrated wafer on top, 
the scene is related to the offertory portion 
of the mass.9 9 The artist's choice of this seg­
ment of the mass has a simple explanation. 
The offertory was associated with the act of 
oblation, that is, an offering of money or 
objects of value to the church and to the poor, 
as a means by which the devout participant 
could express his own surrender to God. The 
intention of Saint Anthony to divest him­
self of his possessions is thus made appar­

11. Master of the Osservanza, 
Saint Anthony at Mass, 
c. 1440, tempera on panel 
SttttHche Musccn zu Berlin— 
Prcussischcr Kuhurhesitz, 
( .r l l l . l l i l i r,.llrl Ir, Ber l in 
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ent through the choice of this moment, high­
lighting his offering as a reciprocal act to the 
eucharistic offering. 

The second portrayal of Saint Anthony in 
this painting, which shows him kneeling 
before the reverse of the main altar, could 
consequently be understood as a themati­
cally separate indication of his decision to 
lead the life of a hermit. Erich Schleier's com­
ments on the painting follow this assump­
tion when he states that one should imagine 
the saint "very probably in the act of tak­
ing a vow."1 0 0 Keith Christiansen sees in 
this second kneeling figure, on the other 
hand, an emphatic demonstration of the 
saint's piety. As a possible textual source for 
this interpretation, he cites Cavalca's Vite 
dei santi padii (chapter i), a popular four­
teenth­century collection of the lives of the 
saints , in which the fol lowing passage 
appears: "And whether at home or at church 
with his father and mother, [Anthony] prac­
tised prayer and thanked God with a full 
heart and love."101 Why then was the kneel­
ing saint depicted behind the high altar? 
Why not in front of the altar where he could 
have said his prayers and perhaps also made 
his vow directly to the Madonna and the 
Christ Child? Was the choice of the loca­
t ion of his devot ion mot iva t ed by t he 
sequence of Passion scenes on the altar­
piece, that is, was his presence intended to 
indicate indirectly that the piety of the saint 
was focused on the Passion of Christ? Can 
one perhaps recognize here a possible, inten­
tional connection between the meditation 
on a painting by an urban dweller and the 
saint's consequent monastic life? Or was 
there an additional reason for the particu­
lar meaning of the reverse side? A plausible 
answer to these questions lies, I believe, in 
the assumption that the depository for the 
eucharist in Siena cathedral was located on 
the reverse side of the high altar.1 0 2 If one 
accepts this hypothesis, then Saint Anthony 
upon completion of the mass would have 
followed the Corpus Domini to its place of 
keeping, in order to express in private devo­
tion his own surrender to God.1 0 3 

Evidence for the deposition of the eucharist 
on the reverse side of the altar is provided 
by a description of the altar from an inven­
tory of 1435. 

A high altar with marble with a panel on it 
which is painted on both sides, with the figure 
of Nostra Donna and several saints and with 
all of the Passion of Jesus Christ, with the 
canopies (suspended) from above on four iron 
poles, with three tabernacles inside of which 
are three little carved and gilded angels that 
descend for the administration of the sacred 
mass, with the host and with cups and with 
coverings for the hands, and four more little 
angels with candlesticks in hand who serve 
the altar behind and in front, and for the sing­
ing at the said altar are two iron grilles, with a 
vermilion cloth to cover the said altar, with 
fringe of silk and painted in the center, two 
angels who hold a tabernacle painted with the 
body of Christ, and two little boxes painted 
with the coat of arms of the Opera that sit on 
the said altar, in which are placed alms, and 
two ostrich eggs in front of the said altar, hung 
from on high, with five iron candlesticks. Four 
little, carved angels are suspended with iron 
candlesticks in their hands, of which two are 
in front of the altar and two behind, that hold 
the candles which light up the altar.104 

The "ancillary furnishings" of the Mae­
sta105—baldachin, curtains, tabernacle—are 
mentioned frequently in the pertinent sec­
ondary literature. No one fails to mention 
the two ostrich eggs. Attention is also paid 
to the descending angels that administer the 
sacred mass, as well as to the angels with 
candlesticks at the four corners of the altar. 
However, the "due angioli che tengono uno 
tabernacolo dipento el Corpo di Christo"— 
this description apparently refers to a painted 
Imago Pietatis106—have so far gone unno­
ticed. Where was this pair of figures located? 
What significance was attached to them at 
their specific location? To be sure, the inven­
tory description specifies only that together 
with the two little boxes for alms they were 
placed on the altar. However, since the fol­
lowing reference to the two ostrich eggs 
shifts to a new description of the location, 
"dinanzi al detto altare," one can assume that 
the previously mentioned object belonged to 
the reverse side of the altar. Since there is 
no documentation for mass having been cel­
ebrated on this side of the mensa, the func­
tion of these two angels—supporting the 
tabernacle upon which the Corpus Christi 
was pain ted—must evidently have been 
simply to indicate the resting place of the 
eucharist when it was not employed in the 
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liturgy. Whether they had a figurative form 
serving merely to identify the eucharist or 
whether they took the form of a container 
that could have held the pyx is unknown. 
Both versions are possible. There are rela­
tively few documented examples of the 
reverse side of altars being used as a place of 
deposition for the eucharist .1 0 7 There is, 
however, a prominent example comparable 
to the Maesta. Donatello's high altar in the 
Santo church in Padua possessed a niche on 
the reverse of the predella in which the 
eucharist was kept.1 0 8 The date when the 
two angels and their tabernacolo were placed 
on the high altar of the cathedral in Siena 
cannot be determined precisely. It is possible 
that they just barely predate the inventory 
of 1435 cited above. The earlier inventory of 
1423 helps to shed light on this matter. 

The high altar: a panel painted on both sides 
with the figure of the Virgin Mary and of 
several saints, with the canopies (suspended) 
from above on four iron poles, with three small 
tabernacles inside of which (are) three little 
carved and gilded angels that descend, that is, 
they are lowered, to administer the sacred 
mass with the eucharist, the cups, and the 
cloth for the hands. And four more little angels 
with candlesticks in their hands that serve the 
altar behind and in front, with two iron grilles 
for the singing behind the altar, with a vermil­
ion curtain to cover the said altar, and a cur­
tain to cover the predella with silk fringe and 
painted several colors, with two small, painted 
boxes that sit on the said altar with the coats 
of arms of the Opera for the collection of alms, 
and two ostrich eggs to adorn this altar.loy 

In a number of instances, this text yields 
information that was missing in the inven­
tory taken twelve years later: the iron grilles 
that are mentioned in the inventory of 143 5 
in connection with the curtain of the Maesta 
are located here on the reverse side of the 
altar ("ne canti dietro l'altare"), and further­
more a clear distinction is made between 
the tenda of the altarpiece and that of the 
predella. In this earlier inventory there is, 
however, no mention of a tabernacolo on 
the mensa held by two angels. It could be 
that it was simply forgotten, but it is prob­
ably more likely that it was not yet part of 
the altar decoration. There is another piece 
of decorative furnishing in the cathedral 
that should be mentioned in this context: a 

marble wall tabernacle from the late four­
teenth or early fifteenth century, which is 
now located in the cathedral's sacristy, but 
originally was probably installed in or near 
the Cappella Maggiore and may have served 
as a tabernacle for the sacrament.1 1 0 If this 
was in fact the case, then it does not neces­
sarily exclude the possibility that the reverse 
side of the altar played a role at that t ime as 
a place for venerating the eucharist. It is quite 
possible that a pyx may at t imes have been 
placed on the altar.111 For the current dis­
cussion, however, more important than these 
various conjectures regarding the period of 
Duccio's Maesta is the basic question of 
where the consecrated eucharistic host was 
kept in the cathedral during the early tre­
cento. As far as I can see, there are no real 
grounds to contradict the assumption that 
at the t ime of the Maesta's origin the reverse 
side of the main altar was already serving as 
the depository for the eucharist. On the con­
trary, there are several pieces of evidence that 
support this hypothesis, and they are, in my 
opinion, primarily the following five: 

1. In the thirteenth century the consecrated 
eucharistic host was kept in a pyx on the 
high altar of Siena cathedral.112 It is thus 
reasonable to assume a continuation of 
this tradition. 

2. The basic design of the painted images 
on the reverse side of the altar, a Cruci­
fixion scene in large format flanked on 
either side by Passion scenes, corresponds 
to the design of the custodia in Tucson. 

3. Because of its significance to the eucharis­
tic symbolism, the Wedding of Cana 
scene located at the center of the predella 
is very appropriate for the place where a 
container for the eucharistic host was 
kept. 

4. A document dating from 1339 indicates 
that not only the front of the altar was 
lighted by candles. At that t ime a new 
candelabra angel was created for the back 
of the altar.113 This at least demonstrates 
that it was also intended for this side of 
the altar to be presented to believers in 
appropriately reverential fashion.1 1 4 

5. The spectacular procession during which 
Duccio's Maesta was transported from 
the artist's studio to the high altar of the 
cathedral took place not on a Marian 
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feast but the day before Corpus Christi, 
9 June 1311.115 The choice of this day 
appears to be significant in two respects: 
on the one hand it s t r eng thens t he 
assumption that the altarpiece from its 
very inception was related not just to the 
city's cult of Mary, but also to the ado­
ration of the eucharist; and on the other 
it prompts us to consider the possible 
influence of the then reigning Domini­
can bishop, Ruggiero da Casole, whose 
participation in the Corpus Christi pro­
cession in 1311 has been documented.1 1 6 

The observance of Corpus Christi was 
already celebrated by the Dominicans 
before the Council of Vienne (1311­1312), 
and they considered its promulgation as 
one of their primary tasks.1 1 7 One of the 
saints of this order, Thomas Aquinas, 
was thought to be the author of the office 
of Corpus Christi .1 1 8 

Surrendering the theory that the double­
sided high altar of the cathedral of Siena 
functioned as a site for celebrating mass on 
both sides, and returning to the concept that 
the choir stalls were located under the main 
dome of the cathedral, does not necessarily 

reduce the function of the reverse of the 
Maesta to that of a representative screen of 
images for passing processions. In attempt­
ing to answer the question posed above—why 
was a cycle of images of the Passion of Christ 
created wi th so m a n y smal l individual 
scenes?—the following observations appear 
to be important: the large number and small 
format of the individual scenes, as well as 
other similarly designed panels with scenes 
from the Passion of Christ, demonstrate that 
in the planning of this altarpiece the artist 
and his patrons were not only aiming at an 
effect upon a larger audience, but were also 
intent upon accommodating the reverse side 
for extraliturgical private devotion. The depo­
sition of the consecrated eucharistic host on 
this side of the altar probably played an 
important role. In the context of the then 
growing movement toward adoration of the 
eucharist, the realization of this solution 
could have been an attempt within Siena 
cathedral to grant access also to lay wor­
shipers to the site where the Corpus Domini 
was kept. An incentive for designing the 
altarpiece toward achieving these ends may 
possibly have emanated from the Sienese 
bishop, Ruggiero da Casole. 
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Translated from the German by Richard W. Pettit 
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