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INTRODUCTION

Wilham R. Cook

The greatest joy of editing this volume is to have assembled the
work of several important senior scholars and essays of young peo-
ple beginning their careers. I sought out scholars from both sides of
the Atlantic; hence there is work here that represents somewhat
different scholarly traditions. The essays presented here are the work
of historians, art historians, a histortan of theology, and a literary
scholar. As a result, the art of the Franciscan order is examined
from a number of perspectives. Essays focus on panel paintings, fres-
coes, stained glass, sculpture, and architecture. The result is, I believe,
the most significant volume on Franciscan art in decades and per-
haps the most important ever in the English language.

According to Thomas of Celano, “in beautiful things, [Francis]
saw beauty itself.” This is a good way to think about the art dis-
cussed in this volume’s essays. The works of art that are studied here
are far more than “pretty pictures,” the way they are often thought
of today by students and travelers alike. We need always to keep in
mind that they were created to elevate the viewer to an under-
standing and experience of a reality beyond the material world.

Francis himself experienced such an epiphany while gazing at a
painted crucifix in the crumbling church of San Damiano, just outside
the walls of Assisi. As he prayed before this painting, by tradition
the one now preserved at Santa Chiara in Assisi, Francs expen-
enced God’s call to “rebuild his church,” a call Francis understood
literally long before he perceived a larger meaning to that message.

Despite Francis’ own experience at San Damiano, there have been
many followers of Francis, from the thirteenth century until the pre-
sent, who have argued that the art created for the Franciscan Order
beginning shortly after Francis” death is a scandal to the poverty and
simplicity of the Order’s founder. After all, the argument goes, would
Francis have approved of the sorts of buildings for which the pan-
els and frescoes were created, let alene those decorations that were
so expensive and “gaudy”? Many have answered no’ to this ques-
tion. They cite Francis’ attempted demolition of buildings in Assisi



