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The meaning of cell frescoes in the Convent of San Marco

Yoshiko FUKUDA

Abstract
This article focuses on the meaning of the gestures as pointed out by Saint Dominic in the cell frescoes of the
novitiates in the Convent of San Marco in Florence. These gestures correspond to those presented by Saint Domi-
nic in the book De modo orandi, which was written specifically for the instruction of Dominican religiosity by his
follower and illustrated the personal manners of prayer of Saint Dominic in the latter half of the thirteenth century.
Accordingly, it can be deduced that these frescoes portray the special Dominican practices and the explanation
for the gestures which the novitiates should acquire.

Thereupon, this article infers the meaning of these frescoes for novitiates from the context of preaching, which
was the main purpose of the foundation of the Dominicans, and the arts of memory, derived from the rhetoric and
which Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas propounded as means to support the friar’s memory in studying
sacred texts in preparation for preaching.

Consequently, it can be confirmed that these images perform an educational role as the starting point for a mne-
monic process: in essence, these frescoes were one of the instruments for carrying out the preaching missions of
the order.

All the cell frescoes were painted by Fra Giovanni (after Fra Angelico) and his workshop, based on the sugges-
tions of Fra Antonino, who was priorato of San Marco. Therefore, these frescoes need to be understood in relation

to the special character of the Dominican life.
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