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His Blood Shrieks Out: The Blood of Christ in Fra Angelico's 
Frescoes for the Novices’ Cells at the Convent of San Marco, Florence

by Benjamin W. Allsopp

The seven cells of the novices, numbers fifteen to twenty-one, in the south 
dormitory at the Dominican convent of San Marco, Florence contain frescoes 
executed by the workshop of Fra Angelico in the early 1440s (Figs. 1-7).1 
These works were part of a larger Christological program by the friar-paint-
er, constituting seven of the fifty frescoes in the cloister, chapter house, and 
dormitories. In each of the novice cell frescoes, St. Dominic, the founder of 
the eponymous mendicant order, is represented in prayer at the base of a 
Crucifix, upon which Christ bleeds profusely. Set against a plain white back-
ground, the vivid red of Christ’s blood in each of these frescoes is visually 

arresting in its various iterations 
as it drips from the hands, gushes 
violently out of the side-wound 
towards the devotee, and trails 
down the base of the Crucifix onto 
the barren ground. The seven fres-
coes have, on the whole, received 
little scholarly attention, due to 
their repetitiveness and likely 
production by Fra Angelico’s 
workshop, with Benozzo Gozzoli 
(c. 1421-97) likely playing a prom-
inent role in their execution.2 Yet 
such repetitiveness prompts one to 
consider the importance that was 
attached to their content. These 
frescoes were directed towards 
young men entering the Domin-
ican Order who were training 
to become fully-fledged friars. 
The consistency with which the 
blood of Christ is emphasized in 
the novice cells underscores the 
importance of this image in the 
training of initiates to the Domini-
can Order. While some of the cells 

Fig 1. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. 
Dominic at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 
x 31.5 in. (155 x 80 cm). Cell 15 (Novice), 
Convent of San Marco, Florence. Photo 
credit: Scala / Ministero per i Beni e le 
Attività culturali / Art Resource, New York
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Fig 2. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 16 (Novice), Convent of 
San Marco, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / 
Art Resource, New York

Fig 3. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 17 (Novice), Convent of 
San Marco, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / 
Art Resource, New York

of the laymen and friars feature depictions of crucifixions, these are never 
as conspicuously bloody as those in the novices’ cells. These bloody imag-
es in the cells of the novices were designed to aid their inhabitants in their 
initial absorption of Dominican belief and values. In order to understand 
how the novices at San Marco would have interpreted the representations of 
Christ’s blood in these frescoes, they must be contextualized against the dual 
discourses of Dominican theology and conventual phlebotomy.3 The study 
sheds new light on the understudied topic of the depiction of blood in Italian 
Renaissance art, focusing on conventual images of Christ on the cross that, 
given their Quattrocento Italian provenance, are outstanding for their promi-
nence of blood. 

The only author to have written extensively on the novice cells’ fres-
coes is William Hood, who, in an article of 1986, connected the images with 
those of St. Dominic in a thirteenth-century Dominican prayer treatise, De 
modo orandi (‘On the Ways of Prayer’).4 In her review of Hood’s 1993 volume 
on the San Marco decoration, Mary-Ann Winkelmes suggested the possibil-
ity for future scholarship to situate the “particularly bloody” novice cells’ 



3 HIS BLOOD SHRIEKS OUT

frescoes within the context of late medieval devotion to the body and blood 
of Christ.5 In 2019, Marco Piana delivered a talk on the San Marco fresco 
cycle as a whole, connecting it to blood devotion, flagellant practices, and 
hypothesizing the frescoes’ possible impact upon the Dominican preacher 
Girolamo Savonarola (1452-98).6 The prominent depiction of Christ’s blood 
in works by Fra Angelico has been the subject of passing comments by 
several scholars. Timothy Verdon notes that, of early Quattrocento Italian 
painters, Fra Angelico was the most explicit in the representation of blood.7 
As far back as 1853, Vincenzo Marchese noted the “copious” streams of 
blood pouring from Christ in St. Dominic at the Cross, located in the convent 
cloister of San Marco.8 Giorgio Bonsanti also mentions the “copious” amount 
of blood in the St. Dominic at the Cross located in the dormitory corridor, a 
fresco that novices and friars would walk past every time they left their cells 
to frequent any other area in the convent or to exit the complex.9 Georges 
Didi-Huberman refers to the “repeated, and hence unforgettable, shock of 
bloody blotches” at the bottom of the cell Crucifixion frescoes.10 While there 
has been significant scholarship on blood in medieval culture in the last two 

Fig 4. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 18 (Novice), Convent of 
San Marco, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / 
Art Resource, New York

Fig 5. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 19 (Novice), Convent 
of San Marco, Florence. Reproduced with 
the permission of Ministero per i Beni e le 
Attività Culturali / Archivi Alinari, Firenze.
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decades, such work generally focuses on the “brutal realism” of Christ’s 
blood in Northern European culture.11 Given that Italian artists did not 
depict Christ’s blood with the same exuberance and goriness as did North-
ern artists, the blood of Christ in Italian art has, on the whole, received less 
scholarly attention.12 

As a cohesive set, the frescoes in the seven novice cells are the blood-
iest of Fra Angelico’s images at San Marco. Indeed, as images of Christ on 
the cross produced in Italy during the second quarter of the Quattrocento, 
the frescoes are outstanding for their prominence of blood. The physical and 
intellectual environments of these frescoes prompted the viewers, whether 
that be the novices or the novice master, to contemplate the painted blood 
with great intensity. There is no precedent for frescoes adorning the cell of 
a member of a religious order.13 Moreover, the novices who occupied these 
cells were around sixteen years of age and undergoing a year of study and 
training, with an aim to prepare them for preaching, before being fully ad-
mitted as clerics of the Order.14 When not being trained by the novice master 
in the art of prayer and liturgical recitation, they were expected to occupy 

Fig 6. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 20 (Novice), Convent of 
San Marco, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / 
Art Resource, New York

Fig 7. Workshop of Fra Angelico, St. Dominic 
at the Crucifix, ca. 1442, fresco, 61 x 31.5 in. 
(155 x 80 cm). Cell 21 (Novice), Convent of 
San Marco, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / 
Art Resource, New York
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their minds in the most productive way possible: through contemplation 
and study in their cells.15 These frescoes were available for constant viewing 
by the respective resident of each cell. By point of comparison, the fresco in 
the corridor leading to their cells, depicting St. Dominic at the Cross, has a 
similar emphasis on the blood of Christ, but due to its position, it is unlikely 
that it was the object of such prolonged contemplation as those in the cells of 
the novices. These youths confronted images of Christ’s blood for sustained 
periods of time every day.

On one level, of course, the blood would have been read as a Eu-
charistic symbol, particularly given the Order’s associations with the Feast 
of the Corpus Domini: the liturgy for the feast was written by the great 
Dominican theologian St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74).16 The feast celebrated 
the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist and its 
salvific role in humankind’s salvation. However, the depicted blood at San 
Marco invited further associations. Caroline Walker Bynum has suggested 
that scholarship has obscured modern understanding of medieval blood 
devotion by overemphasizing the Eucharistic element of Christ’s blood. She 
argues convincingly that devotion to Christ’s blood was not only restrict-
ed to a devotion to the Eucharist, pointing in particular to the proliferation 
of blood relics of Christ in the late Middle Ages.17 As discussed below, the 
Dominicans believed blood relics of Christ to be a theological impossibility. 
Yet this does not preclude my basic point that the blood of Christ could have 
been seen as something beyond just Eucharistic in Dominican theology and 
art. The novice cells’ frescoes were not associated with any altar and were 
embedded into the quotidian life of the inhabitant of each cell, function-
ing in a didactic rather than a liturgical context.18 This is not to argue that 
the painted blood would not be seen as Eucharistic, but that it was open to 
understandings beyond a strictly Eucharistic context. These interpretations 
might pertain to miraculous blood from sculpted crucifixes, or to the blood 
that flowed through a fifteenth-century Dominican’s body.19

How, then, did the novices understand images of Christ’s blood in 
their cells, designed by a friar-painter from their own convent? In the first 
section of the present study, the prominence of the painted blood is consid-
ered against the context of late medieval Dominican theology on the blood 
of Christ, with particular attention given to the writings of Catherine of 
Siena and arguments presented at the 1463 debate on the Holy Blood at the 
papal court. The second section explores how the monastic practice of phle-
botomy may have influenced how the novices responded to the represen-
tation of a bleeding human body in their living quarters. At the time of the 
frescoes’ production, the influential Antoninus Pierozzi (1389-1459) – future 
archbishop of Florence and saint – was prior of San Marco. In his Summa, 
Antoninus recommends the use of sermon collections by Jacopo da Voragine 
(d. 1298) and Giovanni da San Gimignano (d. 1333).20 Devotional texts and 
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sermon collections produced by Dominicans in the Duecento and Trecento 
were still an active source of inspiration for the Florentine Dominicans in 
the Quattrocento.21 Examining these late medieval sources indicates that the 
blood in the novice cells’ frescoes could evoke a multitude of responses from 
its original viewers, both in theological and physiological terms.

Blood on the Walls: The Blood of Christ in Dominican Theology

In Antoninus’ c. 1454 Opera a ben vivere, he proclaims that because Christ 
wanted humanity to participate in God’s kingdom he sacrificed his own 
body on the cross and, in so doing, paid humankind’s debt of sin with 
Christ’s precious blood.22 Yet beyond the well-established redemptive qual-
ity of the sanguinis christi, Fra Angelico produced the San Marco frescoes at 
a time when the exact nature of Christ’s blood was a topic of great attention 
in Dominican theology. In 1463, the Dominicans articulated their doctrine 
on the Holy Blood in a debate held at the papal court of Pius II (1405-64). 
In opposition to the Franciscans, the Dominicans argued that the blood of 
the Passion “was never deprived of hypostatic union with the Word,” thus 
remaining divine upon leaving Christ’s body.23 Furthermore, the Dominicans 
emphasized that Christ’s blood was absolute proof of his humanity as blood 
pertained “to the verity of human nature;” as such, the shedding of Christ’s 
blood was fundamental to the redemption of humankind.24 At the debate, 
the Dominicans also announced the impossibility of Passion blood relics, 
since it was their belief that the blood of Christ had not been left on earth 
but returned to Christ’s body during the Ascension.25 The Dominican views 
expressed at the 1463 debate were not new. Indeed, many of the arguments 
were rooted in the writings of Thomas Aquinas, which by then were near-
ly 200 years old. However, with the increasing popularity of blood relics 
during the late medieval era, the issue became ever more pressing for the 
Dominicans in the Quattrocento and, during this time, a number of members 
of the Order of Preachers wrote treatises on the divinity of Christ’s Passion 
blood.26 The San Marco frescoes were produced in a theological climate in 
which increasing emphasis was placed on the divinity of the blood that 
Christ shed at the Passion.

A focus on the blood of Christ dominated not only the sphere of 
highly erudite Dominican debate, but also permeated popular devotion-
al practices within the Order’s orbit. The writings of Catherine of Siena 
(1347-80), in their emphasis on the divinity and redemptive power of 
Christ’s blood, foreshadowed the arguments of the Dominicans in the 1463 
debate.27 Scholars have long recognized Catherine’s outstanding devotion 
to the blood of Christ.28 Beyond their general emphasis on Christ’s blood, 
Catherine’s writings encouraged an understanding of the Holy Blood that 
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went beyond its perceived powers to wash away sin, towards metaphors of 
Christ’s blood as nourishment and life.29 To give but one example, in a 1377 
letter, Catherine describes how Christ gave his blood as drink and that this 
“blood is so sweet and mild and so strong that it heals every weakness, and 
brings life out of death.”30 Significantly for this study, scholars have suggest-
ed that the writings and cult of Catherine were especially prominent in the 
devotional life of Observant Dominicans in Florence in the first half of the 
Quattrocento.31 Antoninus had close links with Catherine, writing a biogra-
phy of the holy woman.32 With Catherine’s writings circulating in a variety 
of manuscripts during the Quattrocento, elements of her blood theology 
surely transfused into the intellectual sphere of the Florentine community 
of Observant Dominicans, especially during the period from 1439 to 1445 
when Antoninus was prior at San Marco.33 The prominence of blood in the 
novice cells’ frescoes encouraged them to reflect on the divinity, life-giving 
ability, and redemptive power of Christ’s blood as emphasized in contem-
porary Dominican theology. The frescoes are remarkably bare and devoid 

of geospatial details, further 
focusing the viewer’s attention 
on the blood of Christ.34 These 
frescoes are unusual because 
the background of the images 
consists of an entirely plain, 
white intonaco (the preparatory 
plaster layer of fresco).35 The 
only figures in these frescoes 
are St. Dominic and Christ; 
this is in contrast to the more 
narrative-based and multi-fig-
ured scenes in the cells of the 
friars and lay brothers. These 
frescoes feature various epi-
sodes from the life of Christ, 
ranging chronologically from 
the Annunciation to the Noli 
me tangere (‘Do not touch me’). 
By point of comparison with 
the novice cells, in cell twen-
ty-five there is a Crucifixion 
scene that consists of three 
attendant figures: the historical 
actors of the Virgin Mary and 
Mary Magdalene at the base 
of the Cross and St. Dominic. 

Fig 8. Fra Angelico and Workshop, Crucifixion 
with the Virgin, Mary Magdalene, and St. Dominic, 
ca. 1442, fresco, 69 x 53.5 in. (176 x 136 cm). Cell 
25, Convent of San Marco, Florence. Wikimedia 
Commons, Artwork in the Public Domain / 
Web Gallery of Art
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Christ on the cross is set 
against a dark, almost black 
sky, and as such, the fall-
ing blood is not as visually 
striking as it is in the novic-
es’ cells (Fig. 8)

The images of Christ 
on the cross in the novic-
es’ cells are particularly 
“bloody,” as compared not 
only to the other Fra Angeli-
co frescoes at San Marco but 
also to painting in late medi-
eval central Italy. Blood falls 
in thick drops from Christ’s 
hands, the blood from his 
side-wound projects with 
noticeable force, and the 
blood from his feet rolls 
down the base of the cross 
into dramatic rivulets that 
extend across the ground 
(Figs. 9, 10). To some degree, 
this recalls earlier Italian im-
ages of Christ on the cross in 
which Christ bleeds just as 
profusely. For example, in a 
Crucifixion panel by Pietro 
Lorenzetti from the 1340s, 
the blood projects from 
Christ’s side-wound with 
as much prominence as it 
does in the novices’ cells at 
San Marco (Fig. 11).36 Nev-
ertheless, the blood does 
not dominate the Lorenzetti 
panel, in contrast to the later 
San Marco frescoes. In the 

panel, other elements vie for the viewer’s attention, such as the gilding of 
the background, the distorted pose of the Bad Thief crucified to Christ’s left, 
and the various dynamics of the groups of figures at the base of the cross. In 
this image, and indeed in virtually all paintings of Christ on the cross that 
precede the novice cells’ frescoes, the flowing of blood is just one among 

Fig. 9 Detail of figure 3

Fig. 10 Detail of figure 7
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Fig 11. Pietro Lorenzetti, The Crucifixion, 1340s, fresco, 16.5 x 12.5 in. (41.9 x 31.8 
cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Purchase, Lila Acheson Wal-

lace Gift and Gwynne Andrews Fund, 2002. Image in the Public Domain. 
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many pictorial elements that compete for the viewer’s attention. The nov-
ice’s frescoes are extraordinary in their combination of narrative sparseness 
and material bareness, enabling the blood of Christ to offer itself up as the 
primary focus of the viewer’s attention. 

The novice’s attention may also have been drawn to the frescoed 
blood due to its material makeup. The paint used to render these drops and 
streams of blood was produced with the pigment of haematite, a mineral 
that itself was believed to be ‘blood-like’ in nature.37 In the first century CE, 
Pliny the Elder stated that the stone reproduces the color of red lead, and 
that genuine haematite should give off a blood red smear when rubbed. He 
also notes its quality as a healing substance, particularly for predicaments 
of a blood-related nature.38 In his treatise On Minerals, the Dominican Al-
bertus Magnus (d. 1280) pointed out that the term ‘haematite’ derives from 
the Greek for ‘bloodstone.’39 Novices were perhaps aware of the fact that the 
represented blood in the frescoes was rendered with the ‘bloodstone,’ mak-
ing them contemplate ever more intensely the blood of Christ. 

The location of these frescoes also encouraged contemplation of 
Christ’s blood. In their cells, novices could view the painted blood in close 
detail. The emptiness of the surrounding environment enhances the visual 
prominence of this blood; the cell walls at San Marco are white-washed. The 
novices’ cells are significantly larger than the other single cells at San Marco, 
roughly thirty-three percent larger than the friars’ cells; for both friars and 
novices it was one person per cell.40 Despite the larger size of the rooms, the 
frescoes in the novices’ cells are significantly smaller than those of the friars’ 
cells.41 The original furnishings of the cell likely consisted of just a bed, a 
desk, and a prie-dieu.42 The intonaco of the background, combined with the 
large amount of white used in the fresco, augment the appearance of a con-
tinuum between fresco and wall and an overall visual impression of great 
emptiness and whiteness.43 This made the red brushstrokes of haematite that 
represent Christ’s blood ever more visually compelling.44 The blood which 
flows from the upper-half of Christ’s body is painted onto plain intonaco, as 
if painted straight onto the wall of the cell (Fig. 10). This directness of paint 
to wall and of red to white evokes the words of the Trecento prior of the Do-
minican Church of Santa Maria Novella, Jacopo Passavanti (d. 1357). Speak-
ing of the crucified Christ as a way to achieve eternal happiness, he states 
“His blood shrieks out, and offers mercy and pity.”45 The visual emptiness 
of the cell and the barrenness of the fresco allow the red marks of painted 
blood to assert their prominence: to “shriek” in visual terms. 

The importance of an empty, barren environment for spiritual edifi-
cation was a common theme in Dominican discourse. A popular Dominican 
topos was that of the preacher in the desert.46 In a sermon of 1304, the Do-
minican preacher Giordano da Pisa (d. 1311) described the wonder of the 
preacher who is able to flee from the distractions of everyday life. He states 
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that just as Christ was able to reject the vanities of the everyday world, so 
the preacher should retreat to the desert, for “this desert could be your cell, 
your house, your room … and so those who want to be saved must leave the 
world either by going into the desert or becoming religious or fleeing from 
people.”47 This topos of a preacher in the desert functioned as an emblem of a 
condition of inner isolation, an isolation which made meditation and con-
templation possible.48 As such, it is fitting to consider Catherine of Siena’s 
rejection of the worldly, in favor of meditation on the blood of Christ.49 In a 
letter to Raymond of Capua, she urges her confessor, the future Master of the 
Dominican Order, to embrace the blood of Christ. Describing her own desire 
for the Holy Blood, she states that she was “deluded” when she looked for 
satisfaction in other people. Now, when she is lonely she desires to “find 
companionship in the blood, and in this way I will find both the blood and 
these other people, and in the blood I will drink their love and affection.”50 
For Catherine, the loneliness that is conjoined with a rejection of the world 
can be transformed into joy through meditation on Christ’s blood. The orig-
inal effect of the sparse novice frescoes, each adorning a desolate cell, can 
be better understood through Dominican exhortations like these, calling for 
worldly rejection in favor of meditation on the Holy Blood. 

For late medieval Dominicans, there was much to be contemplated 
in the blood of Christ. The theology of the order held that it was the blood 
of Christ which constituted the redemptive sacrifice; Aquinas argued that it 
was the blood, not the body, of Christ, which “is more specially the image 
of our Lord’s Passion.”51 Central to the Dominicans’ argument of 1463 was 
the belief that it was the blood Christ shed which enabled the act of redemp-
tion.52 This was in opposition to the Franciscan belief that the shedding of 
Christ’s blood was merely a by-product of the redemptive act of his death.53 
Key to the Dominican belief in the redemptive ability of Christ’s blood was 
a conviction that a person’s blood contained the life of that person within 
it. According to Aquinas, “Christ’s blood, or His bodily life, which is in the 
blood, is the price of our redemption.”54 At the 1463 debate, the Domini-
can speakers emphasized the Levitican belief that “the life of the flesh is 
in the blood.”55 Later in the debate, they described how Christ on the cross 
“pour[ed] out His life with blood.”56 For the Dominicans, the blood of Christ 
was equivalent to God himself, and the shedding of his blood was the act 
that constituted redemption.57 

In each of the novice cells’ frescoes St. Dominic is positioned to 
the side of the Crucifix, enabling a clear view of Christ’s blood which falls 
across the ground. The blood rolls in three or four rivulets down the raised 
mound in varying degrees of thickness and in a distinctive manner that 
invites closer attention. The trails of blood appear to be moving towards 
the bottom edge of the fresco as if dribbling into the space of the cell itself 
(Fig. 4).58 Of particular note is cell twenty in which a trail of blood visibly 
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makes contact with the edge of the frescoed border (Fig. 6). Bearing in mind 
that for the Dominicans the blood of Christ indicated his divinity, corporeal 
identity, and sacrifice, these rivulets were likely viewed as more than just 
narrative details. The blood on the ground is located just above eye level 
when one stands up close to the fresco. In his Life of Saint Mary Magdalen, 
the Dominican preacher Domenico Cavalca (d. 1342) placed great emphasis 
on the blood that flowed onto the ground surrounding the Crucifixion. He 
describes the sadness it causes him to contemplate the blood of Christ shed 
upon the earth, which took the form of “three pools” around the base of the 
Cross. Although these pools were a “marvel to see,” it was only the Madon-
na who truly knew what they signified.59 Cavalca subsequently narrates how 
Mary Magdalene, on the night of the Crucifixion, requested of the Virgin 
that they “stay standing here this night, to watch over this Blood, that it may 
not be trampled on, nor touched by any unclean thing.” The Virgin replies 
that there is no need for it will be guarded. She subsequentially addresses 
the earth, “Earth, guard well my Son’s Blood, for never was such a noble 
thing laid upon thee.”60 In the fresco of cell forty in the lay dormitory, St. 
Dominic prostrates himself on the ground, gazing intently at the rivulets of 
blood descending from the cross (Fig. 12). This image, along with Cavalca’s 
account, indicates one way in which novices at San Marco might have un-
derstood these frescoes that include Christ’s shed blood on the ground. 
For this audience of Dominican novices, the painted traces of blood repre-
sented something worthy of meditation; they constituted independent foci 
of contemplation. An emphasis on the redemptive potential of the smallest 
amount of Christ’s blood was a common rhetorical motif in Dominican 
devotion. In a sermon of 1303, Giordano da Pisa stated that one drop of 
Christ’s shed blood “was sufficient for all the world, and for a thousand 
worlds.”61 The Dominican preacher, Vincent Ferrer (d. 1419), argued that, 
due to the holiness of Christ’s humanity, “one drop of blood, without death, 
would have sufficed to redeem humanity.”62 Hence, each rivulet and each 
drop of blood represented in the novice cells’ frescoes was perceived as 
more than just the body fluid of Christ. Each trace, while containing the life 
of Christ within it, encapsulated the act of redemption. 

The Blood of Christ as Consolation: The Conventual Practice of Phlebotomy

Christ’s blood was proof of his humanity, particularly for the Dominicans. 
Yet despite the power of blood as a signifier of what Christ shared with hu-
manity, scholarship has not sufficiently addressed the actual lived contexts 
through which late medieval Dominicans would have encountered their 
own blood. To understand how the San Marco novices may have responded 
to the images of Christ shedding copious blood in their cells, it is necessary 
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Fig 12. Fra Angelico and workshop, Crucifixion with the Three Marys and Saint Dom-
inic, ca. 1442, 70 x 59 in. (180 x 150 cm) Cell 40 (Lay brother) Convent of San Mar-
co, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / Ministero per i Beni e le Attività culturali / Art 

Resource, New York.
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to consider the situations in which this audience would have seen actual 
human blood on a regular basis. One important ritual for thinking about the 
frescoes is that of communal flagellation, particularly given the imagery of 
cell twenty (Fig. 6).63 The constitutions of the Order stipulate that the prior 
was to perform flagellation each day on errant friars in the Chapter Room 
before the entire community during the confession of faults.64 Yet beyond 
flagellation, the regular practice of phlebotomy for medical purposes sig-
nified another ‘bloody’ aspect in the life of a Dominican brother, as it was 
for a member of any religious order. In considering this medical procedure 
in the life of a novice, it is relevant that, for late medieval Dominicans, the 
“scientific” realities of the human body provided a means through which 
to comprehend the extent of Christ’s sacrifice. I suggest that the blood that 
was shed by a novice through bloodletting influenced how they viewed the 
images of the sacrificed Christ in their cells; likewise, the cell frescoes may 
have influenced how the novices reacted towards the sight of blood leaving 
their own bodies.65

Dominican discourse of the fourteenth century is notable for its 
incorporation of physiology.66 In a sermon delivered in 1303 at Santa Maria 
Novella, Giordano da Pisa referred to how blood was the primary “vertù” of 
nourishment, since it was able to convert itself into bone, flesh, and veins.67 
There is noticeable use of physiological metaphor in the Summa of Giovanni 
da San Gimignano, a copy of which is known to have been in the library of 
Santa Maria Novella during the fifteenth century.68 One of the most memo-
rable analogies of the tract is that of the mutually comforting organs, which 
states that as pain in one organ mitigates pain in another, similarly “the pas-
sion of Christ and the suffering of the saints alleviate human pain and toil.”69 
Domenico Cavalca’s Specchio di Croce from the 1330s is particularly note-
worthy for its theo-physiological considerations.70 At the debate of 1463, the 
Dominicans stated that it was “hard to believe that any superfluous blood 
could have been found in Christ at the time of His Passion since He was in 
the prime of life and His habit and way of life were most temperate.”71 These 
examples demonstrate that physiological considerations, as well as physi-
ological analogies, featured heavily in Dominican theological discourse. As 
such, it becomes ever more pressing to consider how the surgical procedure 
of bloodletting may have conditioned audience response to the novice cells’ 
frescoes at San Marco.   

Blood-letting was a popular form of medicinal therapy prior to the 
Enlightenment and was practiced as both a prophylactic procedure and as 
a curative remedy.72 Most relevant to the case of the novices at San Marco, 
phlebotomy as a prophylactic procedure functioned as a regular means to 
keep the human body healthy and purged of excess matter.73 By combatting 
excess blood through bloodletting on a regular basis, it was believed that 
the body progressed further towards the desired but ultimately unattainable 
equilibrium of the humors.74 
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Within religious orders, prophylactic phlebotomy was standardized practice. 
Documentary sources demonstrate that, beginning in the ninth century and 
continuing up until the sixteenth, virtually all religious orders practiced “pe-
riodic bloodletting.” Nearly all religious communities featured chapters on 
bloodletting within their constitutions.75 The Dominican chapter begins thus: 
“Blood-letting is to be done four times a year: first in September; secondly 
after Christmas; thirdly after Easter; and fourthly round the feast of St John 
the Baptist.”76 Due to the fact that Dominican ideology of the Quattrocen-
to emphasized the need to make an effort to return to the principles of the 
original constitutions, it is a safe assumption that the novices at San Marco 
were blood-let at least four times a year.77 By contrast, a Florentine layperson 
generally received a routine phlebotomy only once a year.78 

A barber-surgeon usually performed the blood-letting, a manual 
operation.79 The “barber’s room” at San Marco, now known as the small 
refectory, was almost certainly the place where the Dominican brothers 
were bled.80 A cursory sketch of the practice during this period involved the 
patient being given a stick to grasp, thereby encouraging the swelling of 
the veins in one arm, further aided by a tight ligature. Blood would then be 
drawn from a vein by way of a lengthwise incision and collected in a basin.81 
When the requisite amount of blood had been drawn, the ligature was re-
moved, a bandage applied to the incision, and drugs given to the patient to 
ease the pain.82 One can well imagine that it must have been frightening for 
the young novice to witness blood gush from his arm. Beyond the obvious 
shock factor in seeing the life-force spurt out of his body, he was undergoing 
an operation that was known to be painful, dangerous, and possibly dead-
ly.83 In his 1584 tract on phlebotomy, the barber-surgeon Pietro Piacentino 
stated that the primary task of a surgeon performing a phlebotomy was to 
stabilize the “flinching body of an ill and frightened human being.”84 For 
a Dominican novice, apprehension of the procedure may have been ever 
greater due to his young age. Phlebotomy was generally not practiced on 
anyone under the age of fourteen.85 For a fifteen-year-old novice, the blood-
letting they underwent at San Marco may have been their first exposure to 
the operation, further fueling their anxiety.86

In his instructions for Dominican novices, Humbert of Romans (d. 
1277) recommended meditation on things that particularly relate to one-
self.87 The frescoes adorning the novices’ cells that represent Christ bleeding 
profusely may have offered the novices with a model of consolation in their 
anticipation for their quarterly phlebotomies. No scholar has made a link 
between depictions of Christ bleeding on the Cross and the presumed fear of 
phlebotomy experienced by the images’ audiences.88 During the late medie-
val era, representations of the suffering body of Christ were often designed 
to direct the viewer’s attention to their own physical being.89 In rendering 
the bleeding body of Christ on the wall of their cells, a body which purged 
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humankind of its sins, the frescoes directed the novices to look at their own 
physical body, encouraging them to perceive their phlebotomy as a purga-
tive procedure in both a corporeal and spiritual sense. Late medieval Chris-
tian thought closely associated the healing of the physical body with the 
cleansing of the spiritual self.90 Accordingly, theologians claimed that prior 
to Original Sin, humankind existed in a perfect state of humoral equilibrium, 
with a perfect amount of blood within the body.91 After the Fall, this equi-
librium was lost and humankind became susceptible to illness, a perpetual 
reminder of sin.92 It has been suggested that the medieval attitude towards 
phlebotomy was that of an effort to purge the human body of sin.93 Com-
menting on monastic phlebotomy, Mary Yearl suggests that the four-day 
period which took up the time of the operation and its recovery was seen 
as a “re-creation,” not just in terms of a period of rest from monastic duties, 
but also in terms of recreating the body and the spirit.94 The Cistercian monk 
Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) clearly articulated this idea of bloodletting 
as a spiritual renewal in his sermon “On Bloodletting,” in which a parallel 
is explicitly drawn between the shedding of excess blood and the purgation 
of sin.95 Relieving the body of excess blood was important for both physical 
and spiritual welfare. 

Dominican literature of the period shows that the concept of blood-
letting was considered a spiritual act analogous to the Passion. In one 
sermon, the Dominican Martin von Troppau (d. 1278) explicitly described 
Christ’s Passion as a phlebotomy.96 The Summa of Giovanni da San Gimi-
gnano describes how “the love among the organs is so great that sometimes 
when one of them is damaged another is liberated, as happens in cautery, 
phlebotomy, and surgery, and as is revealed in parallel manner by Christ’s 
Passion.”97 Jacopo da Voragine makes reference to Christ as a bloodlet pa-
tient in one of his Lenten sermons. Voragine argues that of the four causes 
for illness – gluttony, cold, corruption of the blood, the corruption of the hu-
mors – gluttony is the only one that can be cured by man himself. He states, 
“The rest are cured by Christ: cold by the heat of his sweat, corrupt blood 
by his own bleeding, and corrupt humours by the bitter medicine of the gall 
he was given to drink on the cross.”98 Esther Cohen highlights that in the 
original Latin text, Voragine refers to the “bleeding” of Christ as “minutia,” 
a medical term which referred to the practice of prophylactic bloodletting.99 
Monastic recipients of bloodletting were referred to as “minuti.”100 In his 
Specchio della Croce, Cavalca implies that Christ suffered more than a “minu-
to,” describing how Christ wanted to be bled not by a barber’s “lanciuola” 
(‘lancet’), but by the Jews with a lance and nails.101 In this and other texts, 
phlebotomy is presented as a comfortable activity in comparison to Christ’s 
shedding of blood at the Passion.102

Most probably, the novice master at San Marco presented the quar-
terly phlebotomies to the novices as a means to replenish the strength of 
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their bodies and spirits, a procedure required for their monotonous lifestyle 
of prayer and study. Yet for an adolescent recently accepted into San Mar-
co, an additional form of consolation and encouragement was possible to 
prepare him for the potentially frightening prospect of bloodletting. More-
over, the Dominican novices may have perceived the shedding of blood as 
one way of imitating Christ.103 Fra Angelico’s depictions of Christ bleeding 
on the Cross may have provided consolation for the frightened novices, 
converting their fear of phlebotomy into excitement at the opportunity to let 
their blood flow in an analogous manner to Christ. While ‘re-creating’ their 
spirits and attaining an equilibrium of the humors, the frescoes prompted 
them to also perceive their bloodletting as a form of imitatio Christi. 

Conclusion

Situating the novice cells’ frescoes at San Marco within the contexts of Do-
minican theology on the blood of Christ and general monastic attitudes to-
wards the practice of phlebotomy, it becomes clear that the novices received 
Fra Angelico’s images as more than just visual forms of didacticism on the 
manners of praying. This paper has demonstrated that, given the lifestyle 
of the original intended viewer, the shedding and flowing of Christ’s blood 
in the frescoes had the ability to communicate powerful messages. For the 
Dominicans, the blood of Christ was believed to really do something. The 
blood leaving the side-wound brought about redemption. The shedding of 
Christ’s blood purged humankind of Original Sin, just as blood being let 
from a novice’s body purged that body both in a corporeal and in a spiritual 
sense. For an audience of Dominican novices inculcated with late medieval 
attitudes towards the blood of Christ and the blood of humankind, the way 
the Fra Angelico workshop depicted blood in their cell frescoes simulta-
neously offered the possibilities of theological contemplation, devotional 
encouragement, and a very human form of consolation and excitement at 
the prospect of imitation. Moreover, the seven frescoes – explicit in their 
visualization of Christ’s multivalent blood – prepared young men entering 
the Dominican Order for a life of preaching, devotion, and asceticism, often 
centered around the corporeality of Christ. Outstanding for its prominence 
against a white background, the depicted blood should be seen as part of a 
very deliberate strategy on behalf of the artist and patrons at San Marco to 
initiate young men into the Dominican Order. Blood emerges not merely as 
an object of theological contemplation, but, in its flowing and shedding from 
the fifteenth-century novice’s veins, a conduit for identification with the 
Passion body of Christ.
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