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Seeing with the Eyes of the Soul.  
Pacino di Bonaguida’s Scenes from the Life of Christ 

and the Life of Blessed Gerard of Villamagna  
(New York, The Morgan Library & Museum, M.643)

Zuleika Murat

In 1308, close to death, the Augustinian nun and abbess Clare of Montefalco (aka saint 
Clare of the Cross, 1268-1308) reprimanded her sisters who, gathered at her bedside, were 
praying and repeatedly making the sign of the cross over her. She again rebuked them when 
they brought a crucifix into her cell and placed it beside her bed so that the vision of the sacred 
image could comfort her. Useless outward gestures, Clare repeated dryly, for Christ crucified 
was already impressed on her heart. The abbess’s words were confirmed shortly after Clare’s 
death, when the sisters performed an autopsy on her body, discovering that her heart literally 
bore the marks of Christ’s Passion imprinted on the flesh1. The episode, which is part of a tra-
dition attested, with some variations, also for other mystics of the same period2, is exemplary 
of the forms of internalisation of the imagery linked to the Passion that proliferated in the late 
Middle Ages, following the impetus of a widespread devotional literature and the rise of medi-
tative practices that stimulated the introjection of the sacred events. In these practices, the 
devotee was invited to relive in the mind the events and the sufferings of the sacred characters 
to the point of experiencing them first-hand.

Clare of Montefalco had completed a path of spiritual growth based on the Imitatio Chris-
ti, on identification and intimate union with Christ. Her reaction to the visual media of an 
imagery that for her was now purely mental was consequently one of rejection, almost of con-
tempt. In the initial stages of the journey, however, the images were an essential tool for trig-
gering the believer’s empathic reaction and imprinting on their memory a clear mental image 
that they could visualise and use during prolonged meditative practices. The stages of this 
evolution can be retraced ideally by looking at the story of Angela of Foligno (1248-1309), as 
she herself narrates in her Memoir: initially, Angela recalls

Whenever I saw the Passion of Christ depicted in art, I could not bear it; a fever would 
overtake me, and I would become sick. For this reason, my companion carefully hid all 
pictures of the Passion for me3. 

Later in the text, she reports a radically different reaction: 

Whenever I came close to a painting of the cross or the Passion, it seemed to me to be noth-
ing in comparison with the extreme suffering which Christ truly endured, and which was 
shown to me and impressed on my heart. And so, I no longer wished to look at such paint-
ings, because they seemed to be almost nothing in comparison with the reality4. 

According to Cordelia Warr, the difference in attitude between the two moments of the 
blessed woman’s life is due to a never totally overcome tension, intrinsic to the use of images 
and the meaning attributed to them in the Middle Ages5. In my opinion, however, the key to 
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the interpretation lies in the explicit reference 
to the fact that the image of the Passion had 
already been imprinted on Angela’s heart, 
and had therefore been fully assimilated and 
internalised, making the painted representa-
tions of the episode superfluous and devoid 
of meaning and value in her eyes. 

The aim of this article is to examine the 
mental and spiritual process of introjection 
of the sacred event and the imagery associ-
ated with it, the mechanism that allowed 
the passage from a material representation, 
experienced with the senses, to a mental im-
age, impressed in the memory, then evoked 
and relived in a purely spiritual form. To 
do this, it will adopt a combined methodol-
ogy, putting together the art-historical ap-
proach with investigative tools and theories 
developed in other fields of knowledge and 
recently integrated into the humanities fol-
lowing the cognitive, sensorial and material 
turns. The starting point of the investigation 
will be an illuminated manuscript, a picture-
book produced by Pacino di Bonaguida 
around 1320 and currently preserved in New 
York (Pierpont Morgan Libray & Museum, 
M.643)6. The codex contains a sequence of 
illustrations serving as meditation on the sa-
cred event, and thus allows us to examine the 
practices and experiences of the faithful of 
the time from the material data. 

The Manuscript
The manuscript measures 245×176 mm; it consists of 20 folios for a total of 38 miniatures 

dedicated to the life of Christ, summed up, as will be explained in detail later, in 32 scenes 
(fols. 2r-17v); to the story of Blessed Gerard of Villamagna, a Franciscan tertiary who lived 
between the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, condensed into 5 episodes (fols. 18r-19v); and 
finally, to the two iconic figures of David and Moses placed respectively at the opening and 
closing of the codex (fols. 1v, 20r).7

As already mentioned, this is a picture-book, a type of codex with only illuminated im-
ages, not accompanied by written text.8 This feature calls for caution, and requires that con-
sideration be given to the possibility that the manuscript originally contained other sheets 
with text, which were subsequently removed following reworking9. It must be said, however, 
that the work was already in its present form in 1821, when it was sold by Sotheby’s, and 
was described in the auction catalogue as «Vita Jesu Christi. – A series of 38 highly ex-
ecuted drawings, (ON VELLUM), in gold and colours, bound in calf with brass bosses»10. 
According to Maria Fredericks, although brief, this description may well correspond to a 
type of binding in use in an Italian context at the beginning of the fourteenth century, 
and may therefore refer to the original one. By the end of the nineteenth century this bind-
ing had been removed and replaced with a modern one, and the manuscript was placed in 
a new leather cover, probably by Lord Ashburnham, whose ink markings appear on the 
new spine11. This operation makes it impossible to ascertain what the original structure 
and number of quires might have been; at present, the codex consists of two quires of four 

1. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: Moses 
preaching to the 
Israelites, fol. 20r.
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bifolios each, and a third quire consisting of 
a single bifolio.

Lord Ashburnham and his intervention 
were probably responsible for the decision 
to trim and glue the initial and final folios of 
the codex on the verso of the modern cover, 
with the figures of David and Moses (fig. 1). 
Of the entire manuscript, these appear to 
be the only trimmed sheets: their width is 
6 mm less than the others, which are intact 
in their original proportions. Although the 
images of the Old Testament characters do 
not appear in their original position, their 
placement at the opening and closing of 
the narrative sequence is consistent, as we 
will discuss in greater detail later. Moreo-
ver, stylistic, technical, and formal data leave 
no doubt that these images belonged to the 
manuscript from the beginning, given their 
total conformity with the other miniatures 
in the codex. Finally, it should be noted that 
recent scientific investigations conducted on 
the work have shown that the verso of the fo-
lios on which the Old Testament figures are 
painted does not bear any characters, unlike 
all the other folios in the codex, which are il-
luminated on both sides12.

The illustrative apparatus is distin-
guished by an extreme uniformity, suggest-
ing an efficient, rational, and detailed organi-
sation of workshop processes already in the 

design phase. Scholars have observed that different painters were at work here, active in the 
workshop of Pacino di Bonaguida, to whom the manuscript was initially attributed by Rich-
ard Offner on the basis of stylistic and iconographic similarities with other paintings by the 
artists, also dated, like our work, to around the 1320s13. The miniatures are characterised by 
precious colours (pl. VII), marked by the predominance of bright blues and reds, used not 
only for the clothing of the protagonists in an often juxtaposed way, but also in the frames sur-
rounding the scenes. The latter are repeated identically throughout the manuscript and con-
sist of an outer blue band and an inner red band, with a further, thin white border in pen and 
ink in the inner field, sometimes decorated with spirals. The size of the frames is also the same 
at 180×135 mm, with slight margins of variation. The use of a limited and repeated range of 
colours, as well as the repetition of the same frame schemes, favoured the sequential reading of 
the story, facilitating the memorisation of the images and contents, and finally the subsequent 
process of meditation on the concepts acquired14. 

In short, we are clearly dealing with a manuscript designed for individual use, an object 
that the owner could freely handle and consult in the course of their daily spiritual practic-
es. The identity of the patron is not known, and the collecting history of the manuscript, 
placed on the antiquities market by Abbot Luigi Celotti15, does not help to clarify the matter. 
Nonetheless, it must have been an individual who gravitated towards Franciscan devotional 
contexts, as suggested by the reference to the story of Blessed Gerard of Villamagna and cer-
tain iconographic variants, which scholars have already placed in relation to the sensibility of 
the Friars Minor. The same circles are also referred to in the forma mentis that characterises 

2. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: Gerard in 
His Coffin Approached 
by the Faithful, fol. 19v.
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the commission and the type of work, which 
in some ways, as I will say later, constitutes 
a pendant in exclusively visual form to the 
widespread devotional literature produced in 
Franciscan circles. 

The Franciscan Context
According to his Vita, Gerard was alleg-

edly born around 1174 in Villamagna (Bag-
no a Ripoli, Florence) and was orphaned at 
an early age16. He soon entered the service of 
the Florentine Folchi family, who owned sev-
eral properties in the territory of Villamagna 
and many of whose members belonged to 
the Order of Jerusalem, i.e. the Knights of 
the Hospital of saint John of Jerusalem, or 
Knights Hospitaller. Through them, Gerard 
is said to have made two trips to the Holy 
Land, in turn earning the title of Knight 
Hospitaller by virtue of his charitable work 
and counselling. He met St Francis either in 
the Holy Land or on his way back to Italy, 
and was given the habit of a tertiary by him. 
Once back home, he retired to live as a hermit 
near Villamagna, where he lived in privation 
and mortification of the flesh, making pil-
grimages on his knees to the local churches 
to ask for alms for the many needy people 
who came to him17, and where he died in 
the mid-thirteenth century in the odour of 
sanctity. His cult spread at an early date, as 
evidenced by the fact that Boccaccio and Sac-

chetti mention him in the Decameron, the Trecentonovelle, and the Lettera sopra le dipinture de’ 
Beati, where Sacchetti states that in the fourteenth century the body of the blessed was kept 
in the church of Santa Croce in Florence, and that his altar was covered with wax ex-votos18. A 
recent study by Giovanni Giura has shown that the chapel dedicated to Blessed Gerard should 
be identified as being the one belonging to a branch of the Baroncelli family, located in the left 
aisle and near the rood-screen19. Gerard was therefore celebrated in the main Franciscan foun-
dation of the Tuscan city, and many local worshippers were devoted to him. At the same time, 
an oratory was built in Villamagna, in the place where Gerard lived as a hermit, annexed to the 
parish church of San Donnino. According to tradition, Gerard himself had built it, dedicat-
ing it to St John in Jerusalem, in honour of the Knights Hospitaller order, a title that was later 
changed in favour of Gerard himself. In 1313, Aldobrandino Cavalcanti undertook to build 
a hospital and a house for the priest next to the oratory20; the Bardi family, which boasted 
numerous properties in the area, contributed to the local cult and together with the Magli 
household, commissioned a stone tabernacle adorned with the family crests for the oratory21. 

While the written sources on the life of Blessed Gerard are rather late in date, it is to be be-
lieved that his cult was promoted by means of figurative narratives; it is generally thought that 
the miniatures by Pacino are the earliest evidence of the figurative hagiography of the blessed 
figure22, but I wonder whether they do not propose an iconography that was already in some 
way established. There is, in fact, a seventeenth-century engraving published as a frontispiece 
to the life of the blessed in a book dedicated to the Knights Hospitaller, which is very similar 

3. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: The 
Betrayal of Christ,  
fol. 9v.
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to the penultimate miniature in our codex23 
(fig. 2); the image shows the Blessed Gerard’s 
coffin raised into the branches of a tree and 
protected by two armed men, while cripples 
and pilgrims crowd around, women on the 
left and men on the right. While it seems un-
likely to me that the engraver was familiar 
with our manuscript, I wonder whether Pa-
cino and the seventeenth-century artist were 
looking at a common, older model.

With respect to the manuscript examined 
here, the Franciscan cultural and devotional 
context is evoked not only by the reference 
to the figure of Blessed Gerard, but also by 
some iconographic variants found in the 
miniatures dedicated to the life of Christ, 
which refer to models widespread in the Mi-
norite sphere. Thus, in the Betrayal of Christ 
(fol. 9v), Christ, totally indifferent to Judas 
who kisses his right cheek, is instead concen-
trated on blocking the action of Peter, por-
trayed with a guilty air as he holds the knife 
in his right hand, and blessing Malchus, who 
kneels at his feet (fig. 3). This version of the 
biblical episode was used in the Franciscan 
context between the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, where it served, in Anne 
Derbes’ reading, to visualise Christ’s total 
acceptance and conscious willingness to go 
towards the ultimate sacrifice24. Also typical 
of Franciscan imagery are the two episodes 

of Christ carrying the Cross (fig. 4) and Christ ascending the Cross (fig. 5). Specifically, Derbes 
notes how the episode of Christ carrying the Cross, in the overall narrative of the Road to Cal-
vary, was frequently mentioned in devotional texts of the Friars Minor, and how the concept 
of taking up one’s own cross was central to Francis’ thinking, to the point that the image was 
soon incorporated into figurative works that belonged to Franciscan context25. In the minia-
ture, moreover, Christ has a noose around his neck and is dragged along by a soldier, a detail, 
as Derbes points out, that is often found in Franciscan works from the mid-thirteenth century 
onwards26. Thomas of Celano, moreover, in the Life of Francis, states that the poverello of As-
sisi used to perform extreme acts of penance, and that at times he was dragged along by a rope 
by a brother like a delinquent27; Bonaventure, for his part, associated «the ropes that bound 
Christ in the Passion with the cords worn by all friars»28. In this way, the figures of Christ 
and Francis, who in accordance with a widespread practice, was presented as Alter Christus, 
were united. Similarly, the image of Christ ascending to the cross by means of a ladder laid 
against it, one based on Byzantine precedents, gained popularity in Italy at the beginning of 
the fourteenth century29. As scholars have pointed out, the reason for this is to be found in a 
series of Franciscan reflections, dedicated in particular to Christ’s acceptance of sacrifice and 
death, celebrated in numerous texts of the Order and frequently taken up in works associ-
ated with them30. I would also add that within the Franciscan sphere there was a widespread 
typological parallel between Christ and Moses, and to an even greater extent between Christ, 
Moses and Francis31. Bonaventure, among others, presented Francis as the new Moses, in a 
constant attempt to associate the life of the Assisi-born saint with that of Christ32. Pacino and 

4. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: Christ 
Carrying the Cross,  
fol. 11v.
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5. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: Christ 
Ascending the Cross,  
fol. 12r.

the commissioner of the codex, we might say, 
go a step further, proposing an unprecedent-
ed connection between Moses and Gerard as 
the ideal heir of Francis, both of whom are 
engaged, in the miniatures, in preaching to a 
colourful crowd of onlookers. 

More generally, the idea of a long sequence 
of episodes from the Life of Christ, exten-
sively narrated with the inclusion of unusual 
subjects, and the emphasis on the crucial mo-
ments of the Passion, visually conceived so as 
to induce an empathic reaction and identifi-
cation with the subject, also refer to Francis-
can sensitivity. These themes, concepts and 
functions are clearly linked to the didactic 
use of images developed in the environment 
of the Friars Minor, as well as to a widespread 
devotional literature developed in the same 
context, which finds its most illustrious and 
well-known result in the Meditationes Vitae 
Christi33. We will return to this later. 

It is now important to return briefly to 
the question of the possible patron or re-
cipient of the work. Having ascertained the 
Franciscan devotional context of reference, it 
is certainly the inclusion of the life of Gerard 
that makes it possible to specify more closely 
the environment to which the commissioner 
of the work belonged. There are two hy-
potheses: he could have been a member of 
the Third Order of Saint Francis, or of the 

Knights Hospitaller, to which Gerard belonged34. The episodes in the life of the blessed, con-
centrated on prayer in hermitic settings, engaged in actions to assist the poor and beggars, and 
dressed with the brownish robe that was typical of the order (the only discordant, dark note, in 
the otherwise brightly-dressed crowd) could well serve as an exemplum for those who pursued 
the same ideals of life. Alternatively, the patron could have been a member of the noble fami-
lies mentioned above, linked in various ways to the geographical locations and sacred spaces 
of the public cult of Gerard35: the Baroncelli, owners of the chapel in Santa Croce, or the 
Bardi and Cavalcanti, who were involved in the endowment of the oratory of Villamagna. It 
is worth remembering that Pacino was very well inserted in the art market at the beginning of 
the fourteenth century, and worked in different media for patrons belonging to various social 
groups, both religious and secular, producing works that embody the spirit and drives of their 
time in an exemplary manner36. Alongside important public commissions that are well known 
and documented and often linked to mendicant orders, it will be useful to recall his activity in 
the service of private patrons, with the production of works intended for individual forms of 
devotion lived in the intimacy of the personal sphere. Of particular note in this context is MS. 
Redi 102 in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana in Florence, with the Volgarizzamento del Pa-
ter Nostro by Zucchero Bencivenni.37 The codex, made around 1330 and probably intended for 
individual prayer, is similar to ours in its illustrative system, with narrative miniatures framed 
by rectangular frames edged in red, but in this case interspersed with sections of text. The im-
ages are more summary, and the ornamental system is lesser, suggesting that this was a product 
intended for a less demanding patron than our codex.



Seeing with the Eyes of the Soul 89

The Narrative Strategy: Images of Memory, 
the Senses, and Meditative Practices

The narrative strategy, as we have already 
mentioned, is masterfully orchestrated. 
The sequence of episodes guides the viewer 
through a journey which, starting from the 
prophecy of Christ’s coming, retraces all the 
fundamental stages of his life, encouraging 
the faithful to identify in particular with the 
episodes of the Passion. Finally, the exem-
plary story of Gerard offers a contemporary 
version of religious behaviour, inserted into 
the contemporary fabric, and therefore more 
easily assimilated by the beholder. The view-
er’s attention is continually stimulated by the 
inclusion of details that invite them to imag-
ine sounds, smells, and bodily sensations, to 
recreate in their mind an immersive environ-
ment in which to relive the events of Christ 
with increasing emotional intensity. Within 
the sequence, the images are combined in 
pairs, which can be appreciated when the 
book is opened, almost like a collection of 
diptychs in succession. The viewer was there-
fore invited to move through the scenes with 
an active attitude, assimilating not only the 
overall meaning of the stories but also the 
micro-stories they tell, in clearly identified 
thematic nuclei, and the specific messages 
they bring with them, in an active reading, 
played out on several levels and multimodal. 

It is precisely the perfect coherence of the narrative scansion that leads us to believe that, even 
if the manuscript had originally been rounded off with sections of text, written on sheets that 
have been removed and are now missing, the figurative part did not differ from what we see 
today, and that the system for reading the episodes was also similar to that of today. 

When the codex is opened, the viewer is presented with the images of David looking to his 
left and of the Annunciation (fols. 1v-2r). The progenitor of Joseph, Christ’s putative father, 
and therefore ancestor of Jesus, introduces the story and, together with the scene of the An-
nunciation, condenses the events preceding the birth of the Saviour. The Visitation and the 
Nativity (fols. 2v-3r) show the first moments of the Incarnation, with the gestation and birth 
of the Child. The next two episodes, illustrating the Adoration of the Magi and the Presenta-
tion in the Temple (fols. 3v-4r), show the moments when the exceptional nature of the Child is 
recognised and confirmed, first by the three kings and then by Simeon and the prophetess 
Anna. In both scenes, Christ, still a child but already aware of his destiny, is shown in a sin-
gular active attitude, moving about, turning in on himself, touching objects. In the first 
scene, it is he himself who grasps the gifts brought to him by the Magi, opening the vase held 
by the elder. He therefore seems to be consciously going towards his destiny – as when, in the 
following pages, he voluntarily ascends the Cross – but at the same time invites the viewer to 
activate their spiritual senses, imagining the tactile sensation of touching the object. We will 
return to this aspect later in the text. The Flight into Egypt and Christ among the Doctors (fols. 
4v-5r) – two of Mary’s seven sorrows – mark Christ’s passage from infancy to maturity, from 
a babe in swaddling clothes in need of parental protection, expressed in Mary’s loving gesture 

6. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: The 
Baptism of Christ,  
fol. 5v.
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as she clasps the child to her breast, resting 
her cheek on his face, to a young man now 
aware of and master of his role. With the 
next two episodes, Christ’s adult life begins. 
The Baptism of Christ and the Miracle of 
Changing Water into Wine at Cana (fols. 5v-
6r) share the centrality of water in the double 
meaning of natural, tangible element and 
miraculous material, prelude to wine and 
therefore, in full, to the blood of Christ (figs. 
6-7); the two episodes, not by chance, were 
often linked by the sources of the time, espe-
cially Franciscan ones38. The reference to wa-
ter, once again in relation to the blood of 
Christ and the ultimate sacrifice, seems to 
return in the Washing of the Feet and in the 
Agony in the Garden (fols. 8v-9r), where the 
basin filled with water in the foreground of 
the first episode corresponds in the second 
to the figure of Christ kneeling and exuding 
copious streams of blood from his hands and 
feet (Luke 22:43-44), the moment that 
marks the start of the Passion39. But pro-
ceeding in order, after the Miracle at Cana, 
we see the Supper in the house of the Pharisee, 
with Mary Magdalene prostrate at Christ’s 
feet and washing them with her hair, and the 
Resurrection of Lazarus (fols. 6v-7r), where 
the figure of the sinners par excellence is 
clearly the protagonist, but in which images, 
however, the idea of the healing power in a 

spiritual sense, of penance and faith in Christ, is also present. In many exegetical texts, La-
zarus represents the archetypical sinner, and his resurrection is associated with the forgiveness 
of sins, following a similar process to that of Mary Magdalene40. The Entry into Jerusalem and 
the Last Supper (fols. 7v-8r), on the fifth day before Passover, introduce the theme of Christ as 
the Lamb of God, an allusion to the supreme sacrifice that is about to take place. The Be-
trayal of Christ (fig. 3) and Christ before Pilate (fols. 9v-10r), with the betrayal and the official 
act of condemnation, begin the Passion, which unfolds in the next two scenes, with the Flag-
ellation and Mocking of Christ (fols. 10v-11r). The images of the raised rods with which Christ 
is about to be beaten, and of the horn played by the man on the left, evoke the raucous and 
confused din of the moment, triggering an almost physical disturbance in the viewer. The 
horn returns in the next image, creating a similar background sound for the scenes, with the 
Road to Calvary (fol. 11v). The climax thickens around the intertwined gazes of Mary and 
Christ, who turns back to meet his mother’s eyes one last time (fig. 4). The intimate bond 
between the two is further emphasised by the position of the cross which, held by Christ, 
touches Mary’s head with its crosspiece, almost as if Jesus and his mother shared the weight. 
And it is the cross, almost totemic in its monumental isolation, that is the protagonist of the 
next three scenes, with the Christ ascending the Cross (fol. 12r; fig. 5), and then the pair of the 
Crucifixion and the Lamentation (fols. 12v-13r). The Crucifixion is almost detached from the 
narrative and is transformed into an iconic, static image, suspended in time, which can be 
meditated on individually, isolated from its context. Blood spurts from the wounds on the 
hands and side of Christ, and pools at the foot of the cross, inviting the faithful to meditate 

7. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: The Miracle 
at the wedding at Cana, 
fol. 6r.
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on the redeeming significance of the sacri-
fice. The empty cross in the adjacent minia-
ture, still stained with the coagulated blood 
of the deposed Christ, stands isolated in the 
centre of the space, against the blue back-
ground of the sky, and has become a symbol 
par excellence (pl. VII). Below the cross, 
Mary weeps for her dead son, and Mary 
Magdalene joins in the mourning in a spon-
taneous, moving gesture of desperation, 
while the faces bent by grief induce empath-
ic reactions in the observer. Thus, Christ’s 
earthly life comes to an end, and the next 
two scenes, the Resurrection and the Three 
Marys at the tomb (fols. 13v-14r), in which 
the empty sarcophagus is the protagonist, 
make it definitively clear that he now belongs 
to another dimension. With the Noli me 
Tangere and the Road to Emmaus (fols. 14v-
15r) Christ returns to the disciples who had 
followed him in life, and who now welcome 
him with a radically different attitude: Mary 
Magdalene recognises him instantly, while 
the two companions on their way to Em-
maus remain totally unaware of his real 
identity. This will be revealed in the next 
two scenes, with the Supper at Emmaus and 
the Apparition to the Apostles (fols. 15v-16r), 
at first only to the disciples with whom 
Christ had just shared the journey, and then 
to his most faithful companions. With the 

Incredulity of Thomas and the Ascension (fols. 16v-17r), Christ’s earthly existence comes to an 
end. The extended finger of Thomas, plunged into the wound of Christ, who exposes it by 
raising his arm, dispels all scepticism and invites the faithful to exercise constant faith, to 
believe firmly in the Resurrection, and to find refuge in Christ in moments of despair41. In 
fol. 17v, the Pentecost, the apostles receive the gift of tongues and with it the mission to evan-
gelise the peoples; the descent of the Holy Spirit marks the beginning of the Church, starting 
with the community of Jerusalem, or Jerusalemites (Acts 2:42-48). It is not surprising, there-
fore, that it is a member of the Order of Jerusalem, a Knight Hospitaller, that is Gerard, who 
is portrayed in the adjacent miniature (fol. 18r) as he distributes bread to the poor and feeds 
the needy, thus carrying out the mission that Christ had entrusted to the Apostles, here rein-
terpreted in a contemporary key, demonstrating that the Holy Spirit is still present in the 
community and guides the actions of enlightened individuals42. The mission continues in the 
subsequent scenes, where Gerard encouraging a layman to give alms (fig. 8), Gerard Kneeling 
before an Altar and Gerard Preaching to a Group of People (fols. 18v-19r) seem to address the 
viewer directly, with a manner that becomes more and more concrete and contemporary. Just 
like the knight in the miniature, the reader is ideally invited to offer alms to the poor and to 
pray to the Cross – the one in which, a few pages earlier, they saw Christ crucified, recognis-
ing here in the object placed on the altar the most eloquent, powerful, and significant simula-
crum of the Christian faith. Finally, the scene of Gerard and his coffin approached by the faith-
ful (fol. 19v; fig. 2) brings the story into a contemporary perspective, offering a link to the 
lived experience of the user, who may in turn have seen, or see, the relics of Blessed Gerard, 

8. New York, Morgan 
Library & Museum, 
M.643, Pacino di 
Bonaguida: Gerard 
Encouraging a Layman 
to Give Alms, fol. 18v.
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and together with them the throng of supplicants. Moses preaching to the Israelites closes the 
narrative (fol. 20r; fig. 1), and reminds the viewer of the need to follow the precepts, but also 
balances the biblical times and recalls the figure of Gerard preaching to the crowd, in fulfil-
ment of one of the main duties of the Friars Minor. 

The believer was therefore to meditate daily on these exemplary images in order to carry 
out a process which, starting from a sensory stimulus triggered by the physical perception of 
the object, and therefore the visual perception of the stories, would lead them through succes-
sive stages of abstraction until the final interiorisation of the contents. Aristotle had already 
claimed that «the soul never thinks without an image» (De anima III.7, 431 a16-17), theoris-
ing that knowledge originates in a sensory input, which the intellect then processes through a 
complex cognitive act involving sequential steps of abstraction and imagination43. These theo-
ries were taken up, reinterpreted in a Christian key, and further developed by the scholastic 
theologians, and exemplary in this sense is the thought of Thomas Aquinas, condensed in the 
well-known parathetic axiom «Nothing is in the intellect that was not first in the senses» (De 
veritate, q. 2 a. 3 arg. 19)44, and in the concept of embodiment of knowledge45. In the De anima 
especially, he describes the perception and subsequent introjection of knowledge as an act that 
involves the body of the user and implies a change in its matter: the images of memory are liter-
ally imprinted in the mind and thus in the spirit of the faithful46, just as the signs of the Passion 
were imprinted in the heart of Clare of Montefalco. In this context, it is useful to recall that 
Michael Camille already drew attention to the repeated use of terms relating to the concept of 
impression, understood as the imprint left by an object on a support, in late-medieval theories 
on the physical effects of vision47; more recently, Gordon Rudy has shown how the language 
used by theologians changed drastically in the thirteenth century, welcoming new expressions 
linked to the body and the senses48.

These concepts spread rapidly and generated new spiritual practices, made available to the 
faithful through devotional literature, especially in the Franciscan sphere, and accessible to 
them. The Meditationes Vitae Christi and similar texts such as the Stimulus amoris by the Fran-
ciscan James of Milan, invite the faithful to meditate, imagining themselves in the episodes 
narrated, while ideally interacting with the characters, conversing with them, performing the 
same actions, experiencing the same sufferings, so as finally to reach an intimate union with 
Christ49. Reading the texts or observing the images passively, the authors warn, is not enough. 
An active cognitive effort is required of the faithful. The reading must be digested, ruminated 
on, memorised with a continuous ‘murmur’50. The story must be retraced, relived, and reen-
acted mentally over and over again, with the help of the mental images imprinted on the mind 
from the figurative media and the words of the text. 

The distinction between physical, sensory experience and cognitive process was therefore 
rather fluid; the reception of a work of art, of images, as an integral part of an active devotional 
practice, was part of a complex system, in which the work of art triggered the mechanism that 
brought together body and spirit, physical perception and spiritual introjection. The media-
tion often took place through direct contact with the images, which could be touched, kissed, 
sometimes even partially ingested; Kathryn Rudy has shown how the surface of manuscripts 
often bears biological traces left behind by these practices repeated over time, including fatty, 
oily substances from the epidermis and sometimes saliva and tears51. Our codex, on the other 
hand, bears no traces of wear and tear attributable to similar practices, and the illuminated im-
ages in particular are in excellent condition52, suggesting that the user merely experienced them 
visually, fixing them in their memory and imprinting them on their spirit, avoiding any form 
of direct contact. The only evidence of physical interaction with the codex can be seen on the 
lower outer margins of the folios (which, it should be remembered, do not appear trimmed), 
and are clearly attributable to the act of handling the book, leafing through it, and holding it 
open. More substantial traces can be seen on some of the folios, particularly those relating to 
the crucial moments of the Passion, with the pairs of the Flagellation and Mocking of Christ 
(fols. 10v-11r), Christ carrying the Cross and Christ ascending the Cross (fols. 11v-12r; figs. 4-5), 



Seeing with the Eyes of the Soul 93

and finally the Crucifixion and the Lamentation (fols. 12v-13r; pl. VII), clearly indicating the 
beholder’s predilection for these images. 

In recent contributions, Francesca Manzari reiterated how, from the thirteenth century 
onwards, the new requirements for the use of sacred texts, linked in particular to forms of 
devotion and individual meditation, stimulated the production of new types of books, in 
which the central role assigned to illuminated images is unprecedented, to the point that they 
sometimes become autonomous instruments with respect to the text53. Pacino’s manuscript 
discussed here, whether it began life as a picture-book from the outset or was deprived of the 
text at a later date, is an important part of this cultural and devotional context, of which it is 
one of the most representative products. 
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Abstract
Seeing with the Eyes of the Soul. Pacino di Bonaguida’s 
Scenes from the Life of Christ and the Life of Blessed 
Gerard of Villamagna (New York, The Morgan Library 
& Museum, M.643)
The purpose of this article is to investigate the mental 
and spiritual process of interiorization of the Passion im-
agery, the mechanism that permitted the transition from 
a material representation, experienced with the senses, 
to a mental image, impressed into the memory, then 
evoked and relived in a purely spiritual form. To do this, 
it will adopt a combined methodology, putting together 
the art-historical approach with investigative tools and 
theories developed in other fields of knowledge and re-
cently integrated into the humanities following the cog-
nitive, sensorial and material turns. The starting point 
of the investigation will be an illuminated manuscript, 
a picture-book produced by Pacino di Bonaguida around 
1320 and currently preserved in New York (Pierpont 
Morgan Libray & Museum, M.643). The codex contains 
a sequence of illustrations serving as meditation on the 
sacred event, and thus allows us to examine the practic-
es and experiences of the faithful of the time from the 
material data.
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