
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Portraits of Compassion: Picturing the Poor in Renaissance Italy 
 

Megan Cheng 
 

Director: Alden Smith, Ph.D. 
 
 

At the beginning of the Renaissance, social policy towards the poor was geared 
only to help Christ’s poor: the orphaned, widowed, and disabled. The working poor 
received little, if any, assistance, and “false beggars,” or those who were able-bodied but 
thought to be too lazy to work, faced stiff penalties such as imprisonment and flogging. 
By the end of the Renaissance, however, there was recognition that poverty affected more 
than just those whom the New Testament describes as the most needy (James 1:27 “Pure 
religion and undefiled before God the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in 
their affliction…”). In this thesis, I note the growing presence of the poor in Renaissance 
art and observe how artists influenced and recorded these changing attitudes towards the 
poor in fifteenth century Florentine art. The thesis closes with an afterword where I also 
note modern parallels in social attitudes towards the poor and examine how art continues 
to play an important role in shaping opinions about poverty today.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

The First Strokes of Change in Fifteenth-Century Florence 
 
 

Frequencies of the Poor in Art 
 

 Though they made up the largest percentage of the population, the poor were 

noticeably absent from culture in the early decades of the Renaissance. Despite their large 

numbers (50-70% of the population in Europe were living in poverty1) and presence in 

everyday life, the poor were rarely depicted in the first half of an age known for art. They 

later experienced a boom in popularity as subject matter—but why? 

 The poor were divided into three categories.2 First were the religious poor—the 

ones whom Christians had been commanded to tend, including orphans, the disabled, and 

widows. A small number of Catholic orders were also included in this category, such as 

the Franciscans who took vows of poverty. For the most part, people in this first category 

were seen with positive resignation, as churches and churchgoers gave alms to this group, 

whether out of love or religious doctrine. They were simply viewed as part of the 

Medieval and early Renaissance world, always existing as a means for others to practice 

good works.3 

                                                           
1"Poverty and Charity," Renaissance: An Encyclopedia for Students, October 24, 2016, 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/poverty-and-
charity  

 
2Tom Nichols, The Art of Poverty: Irony and Ideal in Sixteenth-Century Beggar Imagery. 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 6-10. 
 
3“Poverty and Poor Relief,” Oxford Bibliography, October 26, 2015, 

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195399301/obo-9780195399301-0302.xml  

http://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/poverty-and-charity
http://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/poverty-and-charity
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195399301/obo-9780195399301-0302.xml
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The second category was made up of the working poor, most of the population 

during the Renaissance. These were people who worked, but struggled with a low quality 

of life and few assets. There was neither positive nor negative connotation tied to with 

those in the second category, as the working poor simply existed during this era. The 

working poor may have not even regarded themselves as poor.  

The third category is what Nichols calls false beggars4, i.e. those people who were 

able-bodied, but idle. There was a special sort of disdain reserved for those in this third 

category, as these people were thought to obtain charity through deception. These people 

were considered sinful, wicked, and slothful by almsgivers and governments. Despite 

making up a small percentage of the poor in this era, most social policies were aimed 

towards the poor as if the false beggars were the majority. Cities demanded for harsh 

penalties, banishment from their walls, or sending them to the galleys, for those viewed 

as idle poor.5 

Not until the last half of the Renaissance (1450-1600), did social policy begin to 

be take a more positive attitude towards relieving the burdens of the working poor, 

though false beggars still faced stiff penalties. Catholic hospitals dedicated to serving the 

poor were opened, and Christian lending services that charged the poor lower interest 

rates began operating and spread across Europe. Governments became more involved in 

collecting data on the poor and sometimes offered recommendations on the amount 

                                                           
4Nichols, The Art of Poverty, xix. 
 
5Tom Nichols, “Secular Charity, Sacred Poverty: Picturing the Poor in Renaissance Venice.” Art 

History 30, no. 2 (April 2007) 140. 
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households should donate to the poor. What caused this shift in social policy towards the 

poor, and could this change be traced through the art produced during the Renaissance?  

The following experiment shows an artistic shift in the frequency of depictions of 

the poor in Renaissance art. A list of tags relating to poverty and the poor was searched in 

two databases, the Web Gallery of Art (WGA), and Artstor. The results were filtered by 

fifty-year time periods starting from 1300 until 1599 and included only Italian paintings 

and frescos. Further analysis was done to filter out multiple copies or details of paintings, 

descriptions that included parts of tags (i.e. searching for alms returned results that 

included the words psalms or realms), descriptions that did not relate to poverty (i.e. poor 

condition), and paintings that had multiple tags that were searched (i.e. beggars receiving 

charity). The frequency of the specific words and number of total results were plotted 

(Table 1 and Figure 1), and results from the two databases show a distinct spike in the 

number of times the poor are depicted in art after 1400.  

There are some obvious flaws to this methodology—most notably that the list of 

words searched is not definitive by any means. The databases used had only a limited 

number of works from the Renaissance, because much of the art from the early 

Renaissance was undated, lost, or destroyed. It is difficult to account for works not 

commissioned by wealthy families or organizations. These works would have had a 

higher chance of being preserved. However, from the available works, a noticeable jump 

occurs in the number of those that feature the poor after the end of the fourteenth century. 

With these data come many questions. First, one may wonder why the poor were 

depicted more frequently. Was the increase simply attributed to an increase in production 

of art after the 1400s, or were there some other factors at play? Second, did art influence  
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Table 1-The number of hits for each tag (left column) from the Artstor and Web Gallery of Art databases 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1-Graphical representation of the data from Table 1 
  

1300-1349 1350-1399 1400-1449 1450-1499 1500-1549 1550-1599

Alms 0 1 10 4 5 4

Beggar 3 0 0 7 10 8

Charity 6 5 1 3 2 5

Impoverished 2 0 0 2 0 3

Needy 0 0 2 1 0 1

Poor 4 4 19 10 8 12

Poverty 4 2 4 7 3 1

Total 19 12 36 34 28 34

Frequency of the Poor in Art
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public attitude and policy towards the poor? After all, the increased presence of the poor 

in art seemed to begin during the first half of the fifteenth century, but public policy 

changes did not begin to occur around Italy until the 1450’s. And what role did the artists 

themselves play during this era? To answer these questions, there is no better place to 

turn than to the birthplace of the Renaissance—Florence. 

 
Art in the Renaissance 

 

The Renaissance was more than just a movement in art and culture; it was also a 

period of economic and social change that shaped and increased demand for commissions 

of art. The top 3% of households in Florence, each with a taxable income of 3,000 florins 

or more, controlled more than half of the wealth in Florence.6 Though many of these 

households could claim to be a part of older, noble lineages, a fair number of new 

families made fortunes with the favor of the Medici, the rulers of Florence. Records from 

1427 indicate that there were six new families that joined twenty-two older families 

among the top 0.3%, or those with taxable wealth of 20,000 or more florins.7  

The increase in wealth drove and shaped the demand for art and other luxuries in 

Florence. New, wealthy families wanted to demonstrate their learnedness and power 

through their appreciation and display of art. Private chapels were built and filled with 

frescos depicting the religious stories. Other works of art decorated newly purchased 

palazzos, or were commissioned for use as devotional pieces. As humanism became more 

popular, secular scenes from antiquity became more common, starting the shift away 

from the dominance of purely religious paintings. Non-religious symbols and figures in 

                                                           
6John Najemy, A History of Florence 1200-1575 (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008), 310-1. 
 
7Najemy, History of Florence, 313. 



6 
 

paintings were also a way for humanists (patrons and artists alike) to show off their 

knowledge and skill.  

During this time, donor portraits were frequently commissioned as part of larger 

works to memorialize the patrons, their families, or their allies. Because the portraits 

were used to solicit prayers or blessings for the subject matter, it comes as no surprise 

that the rich were depicted as pious in these works. Other donor portraits could be found 

in paintings with crowded scenes, where the donors would be separated from the rest of 

the crowd by their rich clothing or position to the event being depicted. Though donor 

portraits were not uncommon before the Renaissance, older paintings usually featured 

donors painted to a scale different from the religious figures in the work. This tendency 

changed during the Renaissance as art was used more frequently to indicate status, and 

donors were painted at the same scale as religious figures and more frequently became 

the subject of art.  

Works commissioned by the wealthy commonly showed the religious poor 

receiving alms, healing, or blessing from religious figures such as Saint Paul and Saint 

Martin, or rarely the patrons themselves. In these works, the religious and the working 

poor were used as artistic props because the focus was on conveying the importance of 

the work or the donor. There were also several commissioned pieces that depicted the 

poor, usually the false beggars, as destined for hell, while the rich patrons were destined 

for heaven.  

While the 1400s were a time of economic growth and social mobility for some 

families in Florence, thousands more were left behind in poverty. The average household 

in Florence became poorer as the local economy shifted from the wool industry, powered 
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by unskilled laborers, to luxury industries such as silk, that required fewer, skilled 

laborers. Najemy notes that “here was the paradox of Florence’s fifteenth-century 

economy: on the one hand, ever greater displays of opulence and conspicuous 

consumption among the wealthy; on the other, working and rural classes unable to spend 

much beyond subsistence.”8 Over 7300 households, or half of the households in Florence, 

owed fewer than 10 soldi in taxes in 1458.9  Three thousand of these were miserabiles, or 

those who were too poor to pay any taxes. In the same year, Cosimo de’ Medici, the 

richest man in Florence, owed 576 florins in taxes, or approximately 62,208 soldi. 

Cosimo himself was also a source of poverty for some families; he targeted his political 

enemies with high taxes that he could pay, but they could not. This disparity ruined some 

households, and gave rise to the poveri vegognosi, the shame-faced poor.10  

Despite their poverty, even working people began purchasing artwork during the 

fifteenth century, perhaps as part of their desire to partake of beauty or to mimic the rich, 

although these were mostly ready-made paintings or cheaply commissioned works. These 

paintings, typically devotional or ex votos, depicted vows made to saints in return for 

miracles.11 In contrast to the grand commissions by the rich, the art for the poor was more 

likely to feature positively the working poor, especially because devotional paintings 

featuring saints were popular with the poor.  

                                                           
8Raymond de Roover, The Rise and Decline of the Medici Bank: 1397-1494 (Frederick, MD: 

Beard Books, 1999), 29-31. 
 
9Najemy, History of Florence, 311. 
 
10See Chapter 3: Selected Frescoes from 1450-1499 
 
11Peter Burke, The Italian Renaissance, Culture and Society in Italy, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1987), 126-8. 
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One common story depicted during this time was that of Saint Nicholas and the 

three poor maidens. In this legend, Nicholas saves three girls from being sold into slavery 

by throwing three bags of gold into the window of a poor family’s home, providing the 

dowry for the girls’ marriages. Figure 2 shows a detail of one interpretation of this story, 

painted by Gentile da Fabriano for an altarpiece in the Quaratesi chapel in 1425.12  

 

Figure 2-Fabriano's painting of St. Nicholas and the three poor maidens 
 

 
There were also many works commissioned for public use in Renaissance 

Florence. Religious organizations continued a tradition of commissioning works for 

teaching purposes. Paintings of Biblical stories were used to teach the illiterate, and many 

of those Biblical stories involved the poor in some way. Guilds, very prominent in 

Florence, also commissioned artwork to display their power and wealth. The seven 

Greater Guilds and the fourteen Lesser Guilds of Florence had their own churches, 

decorated, of course, with art to demonstrate the wealth and standing of each guild. 

                                                           
12Fabriano’s painting is referenced here despite being a commission. This was one of the 

difficulties mentioned previously—only the more prestigious works that are more carefully preserved tend 
to survive to the present day.  
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Consisting of craftsmen and artisans, guilds also encouraged a love of beauty and 

attracted artists from around Italy. The Florentine government commissioned art for use 

as propaganda during the 1420s while at war with Milan, and ordered paintings to 

decorate Brunelleschi’s new duomo, considered today as one of the greatest architectural 

achievements in the world. 

Clearly part of the reason that the poor appeared more frequently in works of art 

can be attributed to the increase in the number of works commissioned during the 

Renaissance. But an increased presence in art was not the only reason that public opinion 

towards the poor became less negative, especially with several works showing the poor in 

Hell. Depictions of the poor shifted in art during the Renaissance; by the end of the 

Renaissance, the poor were not the ones depicted in Hell, but the rich. The rich were the 

ones who commissioned most of the art, and they would not want themselves in Hell; so 

what, or who, else was behind the change? 

 
The Artistic Movement 

The predominant styles of art before the Renaissance were the Gothic style, that 

began in the 1200s, and the International Gothic style, that continued into the early 

1400s. These styles were extremely decorative and ornamental. Rich materials like gold 

and lapis lazuli were used for patterns and colors, and the amount of these materials 

indicated the wealth of the patron who commissioned the painting.13 Flattened, often 

spatially illogical but elegant, figures lay within intricate frames. Faces were 

proportionally unrealistic, with small eyes and mouths, but the Gothic style was more 

                                                           
13“International Style (Late Gothic) Art, History of Art, accessed January 26, 2017, 

http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~fellows/hart206/igothic.htm  
 

http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~fellows/hart206/igothic.htm
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realistic than the previous Byzantine style. However, the Gothic and Byzantine styles of 

art had similar subjects—those religious in nature. Images depicting Mary were most 

common, even more so than those depicting Jesus. After Mary and Jesus, paintings most 

frequently tended to depict other religious figures, especially saints, and stories.14  

One famous example of this style, painted in 1333, is The Annunciation by 

Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi (Figure 3). The use of gentle colors and lines typify 

the Sienese school to which Martini belonged.15 Mary and Gabriel, pictured in the center, 

have notably long bodies in proportion to their heads, and Mary’s head has oddly 

proportioned facial features. The extensive gold leaf background and lapis lazuli in 

Mary’s robe indicate how prestigious this work was intended to be. The details in the 

chair, clothing, and marble floor offer some realism to the piece, but the painting still 

seems to have a predominate flatness.  

Renaissance works, on the other hand, tended to be more subdued when it came to 

depicting decadence and much more realistic than their Gothic counterparts. One might 

carefully compare Martini’s version of the annunciation to Fra Angelico’s version 

(Figure 4), completed in 1445. Gone are the extensive use of decorative materials, e.g. 

gold leaf and lapis lazuli, though those materials were still used in some commissioned 

works. Instead, the gold-leaf background is replaced with a detailed, realistic depiction of 

an outdoor scene, and shades of yellow are used instead of actual gold. Some lapis lazuli 

is still used for the blue color in Angelico’s painting, but to a much lesser extent than in  

  

                                                           
14Isabella Errera, Repertoire Des Peintures Datees (Bruxelles: G. Van Oest, 1920), referenced in 

Burke, The Italian Renaissance, 162-4. 
 
15“Annunciation by Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi,” Uffizi Gallery, accessed January 20, 

2017,  http://www.uffizi.org/artworks/annunciation-by-simone-martini-and-lippo-memmi/  

http://www.uffizi.org/artworks/annunciation-by-simone-martini-and-lippo-memmi/
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Figure 3-Martini’s Annunciation, taken in the Uffizi Gallery 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4-Detail of Fra Angelico’s Annunciation in San Marco 
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Martini’s painting. Angelico’s use of light and perspective adds to the painting depth and 

realism not found in Martini’s depiction. For example, the drapery of clothing worn by 

Mary and Gabriel is much more realistically depicted from the viewer’s perspective in 

Angelico’s painting. The perspective of the inside of the house and the undersides of the 

vaults further adds to the illusion of depth. Two figures are also much more 

proportionally correct in Angelico’s version in terms of head-to-body ratio, and are much 

more lifelike.  

Together, these differences show that Renaissance artists valued realistic 

depictions of nature and their surrounding world much more than did their Medieval 

counterparts. They developed new techniques to recreate scenes intended to engage the 

viewer. Though religious paintings still dominated the era, there began to be a shift in 

subject matter. As artists worked to present the world more realistically; they included 

more aspects from their everyday life, including the people that they observed. The 

change in style was also accompanied by growing respect for the field of art—painting in 

particular, though architecture and sculpture also rose in influence during the 

Renaissance. As respect for their field grew, so did respect for the artists themselves, and 

as time passed on, artists had more freedom and control in how they fulfilled 

commissions.  

 
The Artist Movement 

Prior to the Renaissance, artists and painters generally had low social status and 

little control over their depictions of subject matter. Painting was regarded as mechanical 

work, much like the work of cobblers and grocers. The painting itself was not judged on 

creativity, artistic expression, or other modern criteria, but rather by the artist’s skill, 
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technique, and the materials used in the work.16 Because of this emphasis in artistry, most 

artists were considered craftsmen and were commissioned to do work for those who 

could afford (and appreciate) art. Few, if any, artists were what one might consider 

modern, retail artists. Those who painted for courts had higher social status than the rest 

of their peers as masters of their field. For the most part, work was unsigned and 

anonymous, as the value of the art was determined by the materials used in the piece and 

the guild to which the artist belonged.17 There was no official chapter of the painters’ 

guild i.e. Guild of St. Luke, in Florence, and so Florentine painters joined the guild of 

doctors and apothecaries, or they joined the confraternity of St. Luke separate from the 

guild system. The lack of a formal painter’s guild and liberal policy for artists and 

craftsmen gave Florentine artists more freedom to be creative and to experiment, while 

other cities, e.g. Venice and Sienna, jealously guarded their artists.18  

 The fifteenth-century saw a change in how artists viewed themselves, and how 

they wanted the world to view them. Artists wanted to differentiate themselves from 

other laborers, and some leading figures in Florence took the first steps in distinguishing 

themselves from mere craftsmen. This shift in artists’ views of themselves also changed 

how art was valued, from the rich materials used in the work, to who the artist was.19 

                                                           
16Michael Baxandall, Painting and experience in fifteenth century Italy: a primer in the social 

history of pictorial style, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) 14-20. 
 
17Kaoime Malloy, “Lecture # 6 - The Changing Role of the Artist in Society” University of 

Wisconsin Green Bay, accessed January 20, 2017,  https://www.uwgb.edu/malloyk/lecture_6.htm 
 
18Burke, The Italian Renaissance, 68.  
 

 19 Michael Baxandall, Painting and experience, 14-20. 

https://www.uwgb.edu/malloyk/lecture_6.htm
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The first major Italian painter of the 15th century was Tommaso di Ser Giovanni, 

better known as Masaccio.20 He rejected the International Gothic style and idealized art, 

and instead used perspective and chiaroscuro, or dramatic use of light and dark colors, to 

push Renaissance painting to new levels of realism. Masaccio mimicked the effect of 

light on a figure through shading and color instead of the use of hard lines. He argued that 

artists should study objects from different angles and lights to depict scenes more 

realistically.21  Masaccio died in 1428 when he was 26, but he had a major impact on 

future Renaissance artists, e.g. Fra Angelico, Botticelli, and Michelangelo, who studied  

Masaccio’s frescos and paintings to learn how to make their own works appear natural 

and realistic.  

Though not a painter, Filippo Brunelleschi was a humanist, architect, master 

goldsmith, and friend of Masaccio and Alberti, whose genius helped him continue to 

distinguish art (and architecture) as more than unskilled labor. His most famous work was 

designing the dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, but it took many years and arguments with 

other contemporaries22 before his skill and genius in building the dome were recognized. 

Brunelleschi’s work in mathematics and optics also allowed him to develop linear, 

geometric, perspective techniques through two experimental (now lost) panels, and are 

mentioned in Alberti’s famous treatise. These techniques were vital in helping budding 

artists develop their skill in depicting three-dimensional scenes on flat surfaces, a style 

                                                           
20“ Masaccio,” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 26, 2017, http://www.wga.hu/frames-

e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html  
 
21Mary Johnstone, Life in Florence in the Fifteenth Century, ed. Leo S. Olschki (Florence: Casa 

Editrice Leo S.Olschki, 1968), 114.  
 
22Brunelleschi and Lorenzo Ghiberti were famous rivals. For more about the dome and their 

rivalry, see National Geographic Vol. 225 No.2, Brunelleschi’s Dome.  

http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html
http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html
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that separated Renaissance art from previous art movements. Linear perspective quickly 

spread across Italy and Europe, and remains in use today.  

Leon Battista Alberti was a humanist, author, architect, artist, philosopher, 

mathematician, priest, and much more—in short, he is considered by many to be the 

epitome of the Renaissance Man. Alberti’s most significant contribution to the field of art 

came in 1435 when he wrote the first treatise on painting, De pictura. His treatise was 

influenced by the work of his friends, Brunelleschi and Donatello, and helped lay down 

rules for projecting 3-dimentional scenes on 2-dimensional surfaces. De pictura 

encouraged artists to embrace the realistic, geometric, and natural style now associated 

with the Renaissance.  

Alberti’s treatise also argued that painting was a noble pursuit, and should be 

included in humanist education.23 He claimed that painting influenced the way that man 

worshiped and helped improve the soul, and that it should therefore be added to the 

subjects that humanists studied. In fact, painting had a proud history traceable to antiquity 

as part of ancient Greek and Roman educations, and many nobles, philosophers, and 

emperors practiced in the art of painting. To Alberti, a great painter was, and necessarily, 

a great person. He also argued that painting historical scenes with multiple figures, 

istoria, was the most noble and most difficult form of painting, for the style required 

mastery of art—including balancing figures, space, color, contours, and light.24 

Education, which meant literacy and a knowledge of history, was also required to paint  

                                                           
23Leon Battista Alberti, Leon Battista Alberti: On Painting: A New Translation and Critical 

Edition, trans. Rocco Sinisgalli (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), accessed March 26, 2017, 
ProQuest ebrary, 48-9. 

 
24Ibid., 53. 
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historical scenes accurately in a way that brought the painter and the viewer pleasure. 

Alberti’s arguments helped the profession of painting gain more respect and elevated 

painters from the common position of uneducated craftsmen to that of educated, skilled, 

and influential masters. Split into three books, De pictura covered known techniques and 

painting theories and also provided a comprehensive guide for Renaissance artists; 

Alberti’s work heavily influenced painters such as Ghiberti, Botticelli, and Leonardo da 

Vinci. 25   

                                                           
25Alberti also wrote the first architectural treatise of the Renaissance, De re aedificatoria, or Ten 

Books on Architecture, which included guidelines to engineering beautiful things, and De statua, a treatise 
on sculpture. His treatises continued to further humanist art theory, and were used across Italy to educate 
Renaissance artists. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Analysis of Selected Frescoes from 1400-1449 

 
 Because social attitudes towards the poor began to change in the 1450s, paintings 

before and after the middle of the fifteenth century will be examined to see whether art 

influenced culture, culture influenced art, or if a little of both happened. The frescoes in 

this chapter were painted by two famous Renaissance artists, Masaccio and Fra Angelico.  

Masaccio, active during the first quarter of the century, led the way for realism in 

painting. Art historians can attribute only four works completely to Masaccio, though his 

handiwork can be partially found in other frescoes.1 Despite having few surviving works, 

Masaccio’s paintings were selected for analysis because of his influence on early 

Renaissance artists and legacy. His masterpieces are Tribute Money and Expulsion from 

Paradise in the Brancacci Chapel; his contemporaries traveled from across Italy to learn 

how he created such vivid, engaging scenes. Masaccio’s technique with perspective and 

chiaroscuro quickly became staple tools for Renaissance artists as they tried to replicate 

his work.  

 
The Cycle of St. Peter in Brancacci Chapel 

 

 Located in Santa Maria del Carmine, the next three frescoes depict scenes from  

the life of St. Peter. Begun by Masolino da Panicale, who called in his then-student2

                                                           
1“ Masaccio,” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 26, 2017, http://www.wga.hu/frames-

e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html 
 
2 Vasari’s Lives calls indicates that Masaccio was Masolino’s student at the time, but recent debate 

alleges that Masaccio was his own artist by the time he was called to assist with the chapel, and may have 
helped plan the layout and composition of the frescoes. 

http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html
http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/m/masaccio/biograph.html
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Masaccio to assist with the frescoes3, in 1424, the frescoes were later finished by 

Filippino Lippi sometime between 1481-5. Scenes from these frescoes are famous for 

their use of perspective and color to make it seem like the figures are illuminated by the 

light from the chapel window.4 The artists also utilized an interesting method of 

storytelling, combining multiple stories in a single panel.5 Masaccio’s work in this series 

notably includes aspects of Florentine architecture and life, including depictions of the 

poor.  

 
Healing of the Cripple and Raising of Tabitha 
 

The figures in this piece (Figure 5) are attributed to Masolino while the 

architectural background is attributed to Masaccio.6 The left shows Peter healing a 

cripple, while the right shows the raising of Tabitha. Both scenes are depicted in a 

contemporary Florentine piazza and separated by the two richly-dressed figures in the  

middle.  
In the scene on the left, St. Peter is healing one of the righteous poor, and the 

setting of the painting may have encouraged Christian viewers to help the poor. 

Mascaccio’s placement of the scene in everyday Florentine life built on the footsteps of 

Giotto and humanist thought to depict scenes realistically rather than idealistically. The 

structure of the loggia on the left is well-detailed, with shading on the underside of the  

                                                           
3Paul Joannides, Masaccio and Masolino: A Complete Catalogue, (New York: H.N. Abrams, 

1993), 106. 
 
4Ibid. Observe Adam and Eve in Expulsion from Paradise for an example of illumination from the 

chapel window. 
 
5See also: Tribute Money, a depiction of Jesus speaking to Peter and the apostles, Peter finding 

money in the mouth of a fish, and Peter paying a tax collector, all in a single panel.  
 
6“Healing of the Cripple and Raising of Tabatha (left view),” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 

26, 2017, http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/index.html  

http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/index.html
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Figure 5-Scenes from the life of St. Paul in the Brancacci Chapel, located in the upper right wall 
 
 
vaults and realistic perspective. The overall perspective of the painting further adds to the 

realism and engages the viewer, as if the viewer were looking in on this scene in real life. 

In fact, the entire background of this painting, with residents going about their 

day, various odds and ends hanging out of windows, and the various states of the window 

shutters, would cause the scene to resonate with viewers in fifteenth-century Florence. By 

placing this Biblical story in the time of the viewer, the viewer finds it easier to relate to 

the scene and could have been moved to help the poor, as does St. Peter in the pictorial 

here. Masaccio also emphasizes the importance of modern-day Florentine life, and deems 

it worthy to study and replicate by placing the scene in this location.7 

On the right is the story of Peter raising Tabitha8 back to life. This scene is 
 
important because of who Tabitha was—a woman of “good works and acts of charity.”9  

                                                           
7Paul Joannides, Masaccio and Masolino,331 
 
8Also known as Dorcus 
 
9Acts 9:36 KJV 
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Tabitha helped clothe the righteous poor, depicted as the two nuns in the right-hand 

corner. Again, the realism in the scene makes it easier for the viewers to relate to the 

story. The shading of the room and detail of the ceiling above Tabitha are painted very 

realistically. There is also much fabric in Tabitha’s story, and the shading, color, and 

drapery are all very natural-looking. The raising of Tabitha reminds the viewers that good 

deeds and helping the poor are part of Christian faith and are rewarded by God; the 

setting of the fresco conveys this moral in a way relatable to the audience at the time.  

The figures in the middle seem out of place and divide the left and right scenes. Though 

the intricate clothing of the figures in the middle is rich and elegant, the ancient-style 

garb of Peter and his companions, and Renaissance fashion of the background figures are 

noticeably less ornate. This contrast in dress separates the rich from the rest of the fresco.  

Their gazes towards one another show little interest in either scene going on around them, 

and their lack of emotion further separates them from the rest of the painting. Absorbed 

in their own worlds, they seemingly have no care at all in helping the poor and are 

unaffected by the suffering and miracles appearing around them.  

St. Peter Healing the Sick with His Shadow 

Another fresco by Masaccio (Figure 6) depicts the scene in Acts 5:12-16, where 

the sick are healed by St. Peter’s shadow. Again, realism in this picture is achieved 

through Masaccio’s accurate perspective and shading, as well as by the placement of this 

Biblical scene in the Florence of his day. The street contains medieval-style Florentine 

houses, although the palazzo on the left is Renaissance-style. The street and palace seem 

to be based on different parts of Florence, the street near San Felice, and the palazzo  
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Figure 6-Detail of St. Peter Healing the Sick with his Shadow, lower left from the window 

 

 

 
 

Figure 7-Detail of Distribution of Alms and Death of Ananias, lower right from the window 
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containing parts of Palazzi Vecchio, Pitti, and Antinori.10 This time, by deliberately 

making the scenery contain parts of actual Florence, the viewer is more engaged with the  

painting. Such an arrangement clearly evokes an image of the palazzi of Florence; the  

association with healing may include a deeper message: healing for the city of Florence. 

The figures of this painting also remind the viewer to help the poor. While St. Peter and 

St. John are dressed in the style of the Romans, the beggar in the bottom left along with 

the rest of the figures are dressed in contemporary Florentine fashion. The males on 

whom the apostles’ shadows fall would all be under the umbrella of the righteous poor, 

being crippled and old.  

 
Distribution of Alms and Death of Ananias 
 

Figure 7 is the next image in the cycle of frescoes, combining two scenes from 

Acts 5:1-11: Ananias’s death for lying to the apostles, and the distribution of funds to the 

poor. This fresco, done entirely by Masaccio, has certain details repainted by Lippi in the 

1480s.11 

Masaccio painted this scene so that the viewer is in the middle of the story, 

surrounded by figures and engaged with the events going on. This fresco shares many 

elements with the previously mentioned paintings—the Florentine architecture in the 

background, ancient style of dress for the apostles, and modern dress for the rest of the 

audience. Again, we see a crippled man (left foreground), the only male being helped in 

this picture. However, Masaccio also expands his narrative of who the poor are to include 

                                                           
10“St Peter Healing the Sick with his Shadow,” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 26, 2017, 

http://www.wga.hu/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/shadow.htm  
 
11“The Distribution of Alms and the Death of Ananias,” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 26, 

2017, http://www.wga.hu/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/distrib.html  

http://www.wga.hu/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/shadow.htm
http://www.wga.hu/html/m/masaccio/brancacc/st_peter/distrib.html
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more than men: we now see a woman taking center stage to receive alms from St. Peter. 

The woman and her young child remind the viewer that those groups are also deserving 

of assistance. There is directly to the left of the infant another woman who seems to be 

pregnant, and an older woman is seen on the far left.  

Now crippled young males, widows, infants, and the elderly are included in the 

groups worthy of assistance. But these figures would all be considered the religious poor, 

and it is not difficult to give these people assistance; these highly visible groups come to 

mind when people envision helping the poor. After all, who could turn away a young 

mother and child or a disabled elderly man? It is easy to sympathize with the figures 

depicted here. But sympathy for these groups viewed as part of the world (alms had to go 

to someone) would not cause major changes in social attitude and policy. The idea of 

who were the poor had to expand to include more than those easy to love.  

 
Imagery of the Poor in Frescoes by Fra Angelico 

 
The next series of images were painted by Guido di Pietro, better known as Fra 

Angelico or Beato Angelico, a Dominican friar who became famous for his realism and 

use of color. Fra Angelico was part of the poor himself, being of the Dominican Order, 

whose members survived with the aid of donations. He was an illuminator before 

becoming a friar, but he moved to the friary of San Marco, Florence, in 1436. Angelico 

was one of the many artists who studied Masaccio’s works, and he was also aware of 

Alberti’s de Pictura.12 He gained ten years of experience while studying art and painting 

frescoes and altarpieces in the hub of the early Renaissance, and he taught artists such as 

                                                           
12“Angelico, Fra,” Web Gallery of Art, accessed March 27, 2017, http://www.wga.hu/frames-

e.html?/bio/a/angelico/biograph.html  
 

http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/a/angelico/biograph.html
http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/a/angelico/biograph.html
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Benozzo Gozzoli. As his fame spread across Italy, Angelico began to receive prestigious 

commissions and traveled to paint in Rome (chapel of Pope Nicholas V) and Orvieto 

(Chapel of San Brizio) before his death in 1455. 

Angelico’s style was more of a transition between the Gothic and Renaissance 

periods, but he is still considered an early Renaissance artist.13 In his work are Gothic 

elements e.g. the use of azure and gold leaf, but his works still contained realistic, solid 

figures with natural-looking garments and expressions characteristic of Renaissance 

works. Two paintings examined below (Scenes from the Lives of Saints Stephen and 

Lawrence) are part of the Niccoline Chapel, where Fra Angelico and his assistants 

worked from 1447-49.  

Though Angelico’s style was more transitional than Masaccio’s, he depicted the 

poor more progressively and included more than just the religious poor. This depiction 

was extremely important because Angelico’s work was viewed by many rich and 

influential folks—those who influenced social policy at the time.  

 
Scenes from the Lives of Saints  
 

The first fresco (Figure 8) shows St. Stephen distributing alms to the poor. The 

poor in this image are the four figures in the foreground to the right of St. Stephen. They 

depict a Renaissance child, a woman (possibly pregnant), a crippled man, and an elderly 

woman, all of whom fall under Nichols’ “righteous poor” category. The dress of the poor 

was closer to the dress of everyday people during Fra Angelico’s time than the tunic that 

the saints on the left are wearing, again evoking the idea that the poor were part of society  

                                                           
13Ibid.  
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Figure 8-The west lunette of Cappella Niccolina depicting scenes from the life of St. Stephen 
 

 

 
 

Figure 9-Detail of the north wall of the chapel, which contains scenes from the life of St. Lawrence 
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in the original audience’s time. Like Masaccio’s work, the contemporary setting 

evidenced by the clothing of the poor and the background of the painting reminded the 

viewers that taking care of the poor remained part of a Christian’s duty, even in the 

fifteenth-century. 

Detail of the second fresco (Figure 9) shows St. Lawrence distributing alms to the 

poor. According to tradition, St. Lawrence was commanded to hand over the treasures of 

the Church to the Romans after the death of Pope Sixtus II. Instead of handing money 

over to Rome, St. Lawrence distributed as much as he could to the poor and destitute. 

Three days later, he did not present Rome with the treasures they were expecting; instead 

of golden treasures, St. Lawrence offered to the Romans the pauper, crippled, blind, and 

otherwise suffering or disabled. He claimed that the poor were the true treasure of the 

church, and he was subsequently martyred. 

One of the most widely venerated saints of the Church, St. Lawrence was the third 

patron in Rome after St. Peter and St. Paul. Angelico would have known how important 

St. Lawrence was, and having been commissioned by the Pope, he would have taken 

particular care with whom he included in such an iconic scene.  

The Gothic-influence in Angelico’s painting is more obvious here with the gold 

leaf detail in St. Lawrence’s robe, but the realistic shape and expressions of the figures in 

the scene are characteristic of Renaissance paintings and make it more relatable to the 

viewer. There are many more poor figures featured in this fresco. From left to right, there 

is a mother and young child, a crippled man, another mother with an infant, a lame 

beggar, St. Lawrence, two poor orphans, an elderly man with a cane, a poor man, an 

elderly widow, and a blind man. Again, most of the figures are depictions of the poor in 
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great need of charity, and they fitted the idea of who were the righteous poor—the 

widowed, orphaned, and crippled. 

There are three figures however, that seem to be out of place in this fresco. First is 

the man in the green tunic to the right of St. Lawrence. He seems to have no visible 

defect. He is, of course, partially obscured by the other figures around him, but he also 

stands out because of his youth in comparison to the other male figures. Does he perhaps 

symbolize the working, able-bodied poor who occasionally needed help to make ends 

meet?  

Another odd thing about this image is that all the poor figures are facing St. 

Lawrence, except for the two orphans. It appears from their position that they have 

already received alms from St. Lawrence. Their mischievous expressions towards one 

another, as well as the little girl’s hand reaching for the boy’s hand, hint that there may be 

something dishonest about them. Still, these three figures are included in this fresco that 

tells the story of helping the poor.  

Angelico’s painting shows that even if one cannot be sure of someone’s physical 

condition or ability to work (the young man), or know about the intent and honesty of 

someone (the two orphans), these people still received help from a saint. If these kinds of 

people were included in such an important fresco, then what did that mean for the noble 

and the layman who donated to charities or to the poor? It seems that Angelico is saying 

that donations and assistance should still be given to the poor, even if there is a chance 

that a few might unsavorily take advantage of the situation. There are also many more 

figures from which the viewer can easily deduce the need for alms. If St. Lawrence had 
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withheld alms because of the three figures mentioned above, then the remaining nine 

would not receive the assistance that they need. 

 
Changing Ideas in the Quattrocento 

 

Comparing two Early Renaissance artists shows that there are changing ideas 

about who the poor are and what attitudes people hold towards them. Masaccio begins 

the Renaissance by placing Biblical stories about aiding the poor in contemporary 

Florentine settings. His groundbreaking use of realism made it easier than ever for 

viewers to relate to stories of helping the poor. However, Masaccio’s narrow definition of 

the poor limited his work. Though the lame, crippled, widowed, orphaned, and elderly are 

groups that Christians are especially called to help, those groups are not the only ones to 

whom that help should be provided.  

Angelico also used realism to make his frescoes easily relatable to the audience, 

but expanded on Masaccio’s work by including more people in the category of those 

worthy of receiving assistance. Being a mendicant friar, Angelico would have had more 

exposure to people struggling in different situations. His work expanded the poor to 

include groups like able-bodied men, who would have normally been viewed as false-

beggars or lazy. Angelico’s work also showed that people (the two orphans) could be of 

dubious character no matter to what group they belonged. The frescoes he painted 

showed saints helping those who were hard to love and those who did not fit the idea of 

groups worthy of assistance, but still received help. Angelico’s view of and attitude 

towards the poor were more progressive than those of Masaccio’s, and his depictions of 

the poor predate wide-spread changes in governmental policies towards the poor.  
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Only a few decades separated the paintings shown in this chapter, but there was a 

dramatic change in ideas of identity of the poor. Artists such as Masaccio and Angelico 

were important in shaping Renaissance painting, but they were also important in altering 

attitudes towards the poor.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Analysis of Selected Frescoes from 1450-1499  

 
As mentioned before, public policy and attitude towards the poor began changing 

starting in the 1450s. For this reason, frescoes from the latter half of the fifteenth century 

will be examined to determine how the poor are portrayed after public opinion saw the 

poor in a more positive and relatable light.  

The next ten frescoes analyzed are in the headquarters of one of Florence’s oldest 

confraternities—the Buonomini di San Martino. The frescoes are attributed to the 

workshop of Domenico Ghirlandaio, but there is also a theory that Francesco d’Antonion 

was the artist.1 Though the artist’s identity is unknown, his work provides an interesting 

glimpse into attitudes towards the poor in the second half of the fifteenth century. These 

frescoes, dated to the late 1470s, depict various works that the brotherhood performed. 

The Buonomini di san Martino were members of a charitable fraternity in 

Florence that focused on alleviating some of the burdens of the poveri vergognosi, or the 

shame-faced poor. These were once wealthy merchants, craftsmen, and landowners who 

fell into poverty due to Cosimo di Medici’s high taxes, or because of the decline of 

agrarian life in Florence. They were ashamed to be poor and refused to beg due to their 

previous social status and upbringing. The Buonomini, founded in 1441 by Fra Antonino 

Pierozzi, were a group of 12 individuals who collected donations from the rich and 

helped the shame-faced poor in secret. Two of the individuals oversaw each of the six 

                                                           
1“Frescoes,” Congregazione dei Buonomini di San Martino, accessed March 20, 2017, 

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/frescoes.php  

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/frescoes.php
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districts in the city, and the Buonomini continue to perform charitable acts to this day.     

Their activities fell in line with the corporal works of mercy described by Jesus in 

the book of Matthew: 

For I was an hungred, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I 
was a stranger, and ye took me in: Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye 
visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me. Then shall the righteous answer 
him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, and fed thee? or thirsty, and 
gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and 
clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? And 
the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye 
have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.2 
 

They also aided in burying the dead and gave funds directly to individuals in need. 

During the Renaissance era, they also provided money for the dowry of poor maidens and 

were notable for extensively recording their activities (though they helped in secret).  

The formation of the group and the actions of the Buonomini demonstrate how 

the idea and approach to addressing poverty started to change. Instead of being viewed as 

an ever-present part of the religious world or a punishment, people started to realize that 

poverty was something caused more by socio-economic factors that were sometimes out 

of peoples’ hands. Part of this change may have been caused by the large number of 

people who suffered because of the economic downturn in Florence. As mentioned 

before, there were also those who had been specifically targeted by Cosimo’s high taxes. 

In other words, their poverty was directly brought about by man. Another reason social 

attitude towards poverty may have started to change was that people became more aware 

of poverty on an individual level. Individuals can better relate to those in poverty, be 

more understanding, and may be more willing to help the poor if they or someone they 

know is poor. Another interesting consideration was the fraternity’s discretion in 

                                                           
2Matthew 25:35-40, KJV 
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assistance, aimed to help the poor in a dignified way. This further humanized the poor 

and their plight for survival.  

At least four of the frescoes also show the Buonomini taking notes and 

documenting their activities. This aspect may have been included to indicate how 

organizations and governments began to collect more data about their donations to the 

poor. In fact, the Buonomini’s donations and actions were so well documented that 

historians used them to study what life was like during the Renaissance era. 

Documentation may have also been done to tell donors how their donations helped 

others. This record keeping would have been a way for the rich to show off their wealth 

or piety, but it also helped the confraternity track the effect of donations. The 

Buonomini’s actions were in line with the increasingly popular humanistic attitude that 

poverty need not be everlasting in society. The idea that poverty could be relieved by 

human ingenuity gained traction. 

 
Examination of the Buonomini Frescoes 

 

The first fresco (Figure 10) contains two of the acts of mercy, feeding the poor 

and giving drink to the thirsty. The center features a mother receiving bread and wine 

from navy-and-red clad members of the Buonomini fraternity. On the left are two 

children receiving bread from an assistant. Children and women were easy for 

Florentines to assist and are in the foreground of the picture for that reason. The other 

two figures receiving assistance in the fresco were harder to justify helping. Behind the 

lady in the center is a young Florentine (as evidenced by the red cap on his head) who is 

also receiving bread. It is hard to see if he has any physical handicap, but he seems to be 

in working condition. The man receiving wine also seems able-bodied. However, while 
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both males do not appear to be feigning the need for help, their physical condition is not 

something of which the viewer can be sure (though the viewer cannot be sure about the 

need of the other three receiving help either). The inclusion of these two figures 

continues the narrative of the poor to include more than those that are easy to care for.  

The second fresco (Figure 11), illustrates the Buonomini paying an innkeeper to 

house two travelers who, based on their staffs and hats, are on a pilgrimage. At first 

glance, is easy to justify helping those of the same faith, but it is equally easy to justify 

not helping these two travelers. First, the figures on the left also appear to be healthy and 

young, and certainly sufficiently vigorous for a pilgrimage. If that is true, they are also fit 

enough to work and provide for themselves. It would be easy to say that they should have 

planned better or worked harder to save for this trip. Their clothes, bright and colorful, 

also seem to indicate that they should not need aid. Yet still, the Buonomini are 

intervening on their behalf. Again, this demonstrates that one does not know at first 

glance whether someone needs help, and that judgments should not be passed too 

quickly.  

 In the next fresco, one finds that the naked are being clothed. The young child and 

man in the center foreground of Figure 12 have no tights, indicating their poor financial 

state. It would have been easy for Florentines to justify helping the child, but the young 

man has no physical defect and does not appear unable to work. Behind them in the 

background, a young woman receives cloth to make a headscarf. The woman on the right 

being pushed forward by the old man is also in line to receive clothing. Her hair style, 

however, along with the number of layers, colors, and designs on the sleeves of her 

garments indicates that she comes from a wealthier background than the rest of the  
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Figure 10-The brothers feed those in need 
 

 

 
 

Figure 11-The Buonomini paying for lodging for travelers on a pilgrimage 
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Figure 12-The fourth act of mercy, clothing the naked  
 

 

 
 

Figure 13-The Buonomini help provide for a mother and child who belong to the poveri vergognosi 
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figures. Again, the inclusion of the young man and two women indicate that poverty 

affected more than just the widowed, orphaned, and disabled. The black cloaked figure 

on the left is recording donations that are handed out, again demonstrating how groups 

during this era were concerned with monitoring the status of the poor.  

The fifth act of mercy, visiting the sick, is depicted in the fourth lunette (Figure 

13). The setting of this fresco implies that the woman who gave birth was a noble, and 

should be able to provide for herself and her child., Yet it is worth mentioning that one 

can see quite clearly here that the Buonomini in the foreground are providing food and 

drink to her servant. The two Buonomini in the background are providing fabric and yarn 

to help clothe the child. Wealthy women during this era hired wet-nurses for their 

children, so they may have also given the mother funds to do so. This fresco has a more 

powerful impact on the viewer, because this called attention to the fact that even people 

perceived to have high social status and wealth could struggle with financial burdens. 

This also may cause the viewers to consider how begging affected the dignity of a human 

being. Why did nobles and other figures of high status find it dishonorable to beg for 

help? What did that mean for the common person—would begging negatively affect how 

they viewed themselves?  

 The next fresco that depicts the Buonomini ransoming the captive and visiting 

those in prison. Based on the purpose of the Buonomini and the money being exchanged 

by the three figures on the right of Figure 14, the man who is being freed from prison is a 

debtor unable to pay his debts. There are still many figures, however, that remain 

imprisoned (center background) for the one man who is freed. Though the scene in this 

lunette is quite straightforward, the viewers may be struck by the realistic expressions of  
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Figure 14-The last act of mercy: ransoming the captive and visiting those in prison 
 

 

 
 

Figure 15-Burying the dead, which shows increasing concern for the dignity of the poor 
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the poor in prison and try to find sympathy for them. The fresco may have caused the 

viewers to consider how beneficial putting the poor in prison was, for both society and 

the individual being imprisoned. Incarceration was the social policy towards those in 

poverty perceived as false beggars or able-bodied and lazy3, and would not help them pay 

the debts for which they were imprisoned, nor would help prevent more people from 

falling into poverty. In fact, imprisoning the poor has caused further strain on any 

dependents and perpetuated the broken cycle that kept people in poverty. This fresco, 

along with the actions of the Buonomini, may have particularly resonated with the judges 

and notaries of Florence, whose guild was located nearby in Via del Proncosolo.4 This 

completes the fresco cycle depicting the acts of mercy described in Matthew 25, but the 

Buonomini also helped provide services depicted in the next three lunettes.  

Figure 15 shows the next image, illustrating the Buonomini helping to bury the 

dead. The rightmost figure pays the grave digger to bury an unknown pauper. Burial of 

the dead was an important part of Renaissance life because of the Catholic Church’s 

teachings about purgatory and the afterlife. Surviving family members, especially richer 

ones, tried to improve their kin’s status in the afterlife with posthumous blessings, 

indulgences, and works of art. For the rest of society who could not afford the grandeur 

of the rich, providing funds for the funeral service and all it entailed (i.e. candles, holy 

water, incense) as well as a dignified burial, were important but were a blow to those with 

                                                           
3Nichols, “Secular Charity,” 141. 
 
4“Frescoes,” Congregazione dei Buonomini di San Martino, accessed March 20, 2017, 

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/frescoes.php 
 

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/frescoes.php
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shallow pockets.5 It was a terrible blow for a family to be unable to provide for their 

loved ones after death, and so the Buonomini assisted with burials. When contemplating 

this fresco, the viewer may reflect on the importance of being dignified after death, and 

may also be led to question the importance of the dignity of the poor before death. Was it 

enough to say that God loved the poor, yet do nothing to help the poor while alive? Could 

the viewer turn away a person in need of assistance because of an assumption about their 

lifestyle or physical condition? Clearly words were not enough to show God’s love to the 

poor, but action was necessary to live out Christian teachings. 

Although the activities of the Buonomini may have influenced judges and 

notaries, the reverse may have also been true. The Buonomini kept extensive notes and 

records about their charitable activities, and helped others do so too. Figure 16 shows two 

of the brothers and an assistant helping a widow take inventory of the household, 

possibly to decide what to sell, keep, or donate to charity. By taking inventory for other 

households, Buonomini uniquely helped the poveri vergognosi, especially because 

widows would have to leave their husbands’ households and return to their own. It shows 

that the fraternity was highly conscious of the needs of their neighbors, but this assistance 

also helped the shame-faced poor maintain their dignity. By including the widow in the 

center of this image and having her engaged with the assistant, the artist and the 

Buonomini are showing their respect for her abilities and position as the manager of the 

household. 

                                                           
5Sigrid Goldiner, Art and Death in the Middle Ages (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

originally published October 2001, last revised February 2010) 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/deth/hd_deth.htm 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/deth/hd_deth.htm
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Figure 16-Assisting a widow with inventory 
 

 

 
 

Figure 17-The Buonomini provide funds for a poor girl to marry 
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Another way the fraternity helped the poor was by providing dowries for women 

who were from poor families, seen in Figure 17. In this fresco, the Buonomini in the 

center hands to the groom from a small pouch the dowry necessary for marriage. On the 

right side, a young girl is given away by her elderly parents. Marriages were an important 

part of forming relationships that supported civic life in Florence.6 Dowries were an 

essential part of the marriage contract, and an unmarried woman who had no dowry 

found it difficult to find a husband. Widows, numerous in this age due to the practice of 

marrying young women to much older men, would have to come up with another dowry 

to remarry. This would have been difficult because gifts from the groom remained his 

property. By providing dowries for marriages, the Buonomini helped women (and their 

families) move up the social ladder to better lives and lessened the financial strain on 

families with large numbers of daughters. 

The last two frescoes in this series show scenes from the life of St. Martin of 

Tours, the patron saint of the poor and widely venerated in the Middle Ages and early 

Renaissance. According to legend, Martin met an unclothed beggar on the side of the 

road outside the city of Amiens; Martin cut his cloak in half and gave the other half to the 

beggar (Figure 18). The second part of the legend of St. Martin is shown in Figure 19. 

The night after giving half his cloak to the beggar, Martin dreamed that Jesus told angels 

that “Martin, who is still but a catechumen, clothed me with this robe.”7 Other versions of 

the legend say that when Martin awoke from his sleep, his cloak was untorn. 

                                                           
6“Picturing Family and Friends,” Oxford University Press and the National Gallery of Art, 

accessed March 19, 2017, http://italianrenaissanceresources.com/units/unit-2/essays/husbands-and-wives/  
 
7J. Barmby and Charles Lett. Feltoe, A select library of Nicene and post-Nicene fathers of the 

Christian Church, vol. 11, series 2 (Oxford: James Parker and Company, 1895). 

http://italianrenaissanceresources.com/units/unit-2/essays/husbands-and-wives/
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Figure 18-Martin cutting his cloak to give to a beggar. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 19-Martin’s dream where Jesus visits him. 
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These two lunettes were included to remind the viewers of how important it was 

to treat the poor. Figure 19 shows Martin dressed in typical Italian Renaissance clothing, 

despite living over a thousand years before the fresco was painted. The background of the 

city to the left of Martin also placed this scene in Renaissance Italy, instead of northern 

France, where the legend was said to have taken place. These details serve to make the 

legend much more relatable to Florentines and remind them that acts of kindness to the 

poor were still necessary.  

The figures in the fresco show different reactions towards the poor during the 

fifteenth century. The beggar on the right in Figure 18 is depicted in such a way that he 

might have been quickly assumed to be a false beggar or unworthy of charity due to his 

strong physique. Martin’s aide on the left is painted with hand on hip and gaze up 

towards Martin, indicating his exasperation at the scene. Perhaps part of his annoyance 

stems from his impatience to arrive in the city, his disbelief that someone of Martin’s 

fame or stature is helping someone so far beneath him, or his skepticism of the beggar’s 

worthiness. Martin himself is in the center of Figure 19. Positioned on a pure white horse 

and gazing serenely at the beggar, he is the picture of pious charity. However, helping the 

poor was not so simple and clear-cut as Martin’s robe. The activities of the Buonomini 

went a step further as they identified areas in their community where assistance was 

needed, and were aware of personal struggles that families and individuals faced, and 

took charity a step farther than just relieving visible material burdens.  

 
Changing Approaches to Relieving Poverty 

Altogether, these ten frescoes show how social policy and attitudes towards the 

poor developed over the fifteenth century. People began to realize that poverty affected 
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more than widows, orphans, and cripples. As Florentines interacted with people from 

different walks of life, they started to open their hearts and minds to the idea that 

“Christ’s poor” were more than those who were visible and easy to care for; people could 

be physically able to work but in difficult financial situations, and passing judgment on 

people without knowing their stories did not help fix the issue of poverty.  

Though symbolic relief by donating alms was still common, groups like the 

Buonomini gave evidence that social attitudes towards the poor were evolving to care 

beyond the superficial. The Buonomini were also emblematic and represented the 

vanguard of how organizations and governments might begin to organize social relief for 

the poor and monitor the effectiveness of their aid. Some of the actions of the fraternity, 

such as providing dowries and helping take inventory of possessions, showed that the 

confraternity was involved with the local community and found needs that were not being 

met. Another significant goal that the Buonomini took was to help the poor in a dignified 

way by recognizing them as more than just unskilled dependents but as people with skills 

and abilities to offer. They took a major step in addressing poverty beyond the surface 

level. This indicated that organizations realized that addressing poverty involved more 

than just material relief. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Painting a Larger Narrative of the Poor 

 
Drawing Conclusions from the Renaissance 

 Looking back at the Renaissance clearly reveals that art and artists played an 

important role in helping change opinions towards the poor. Besides the increase in 

frequency in the amount of art depicting those in poverty, artists had an impact by raising 

awareness of the humanity of the poor. At the start of the century, Masaccio and other 

significant artists and humanists like Alberti heavily influenced the rest of the 

Renaissance with their push for realism in art. This quest for realism necessitated that 

they and other artists paid attention to details (and people) that went unnoticed by others 

in order to convey the world’s nature as accurately as possible. This offers evidence for 

how the poor were depicted in Masaccio’s works; lifelike figures and settings brought 

forth feelings of sympathy and recognition of the poor in everyday life, which would 

have reminded the viewer of the importance of helping the poor. But though Masaccio 

depicted how figures looked realistically, he was limited in whom he depicted as “the 

poor” in his art.  

 The people who can best tell others the struggles and issues of the poor are those 

who have experienced it firsthand, a circumstance that made Fra Angelico’s works even 

more important in changing opinions of the poor. As a mendicant friar, Angelico would 

have had much more interaction with materially poor people than Masaccio1. Though his 

                                                           
1Masaccio came from a background of high social standing and was from a prosperous family. 

Paul Joannides, Masaccio and Masolino, 26, 57. 



46 
 

style was less realistic than Masaccio’s, Angelico’s art reflected who the poor were in a 

way that was less symbolic and more realistic than Masaccio’s art. Angelico’s work did 

not limit depictions of the poor to the righteous poor, but included those that Italian 

viewers would have found it hard to have pity for or want to help. Able-bodied figures 

who would have typically been frowned upon for receiving assistance, or met with 

distrust, were depicted in Angelico’s paintings in a positive manner. Those that most 

would have preferred to give alms to, such as the orphaned, were depicted more 

dubiously.  

Angelico’s frescoes were also extremely important because he used his 

commissions to reach viewers who easily influenced social policies—one did not get 

more powerful than the Pope in Renaissance Italy. His frescoes in the Niccoline Chapel, 

Cappella Niccolina, challenged his viewers to reconsider who the poor were and their 

attitudes towards them. It was a powerful statement to include people who would have 

been typically met with distrust shown receiving assistance from one of Rome’s most 

beloved patron saints. Today Angelico’s work is more famous for his use of color and 

humble depictions of religious figures, but his legacy should also include how his work 

inspired humility and compassion in his audiences. Instead of stereotyping the poor as 

righteous poor or false beggars, Angelico showed that people from all walks of life could 

be affected by poverty.  

The frescoes in San Martino del Vescovo were painted after the plight of the poor 

was beginning to be more widely recognized. The Buonomini and other confraternities,  
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such as the Venerabile Arciconfraternita della Misercordia di Firenze2, were established 

as part of growing social awareness about trials that materially poor people faced. 

Though they provided assistance to Christ’s poor, the Buonomini also prioritized giving 

assistance to helping people get back on their feet, recognizing that anyone could be hit 

by hard times. Their actions reminded people that while Christ’s poor were especially 

vulnerable groups, they were not the only ones who suffered. As word of their good 

deeds and charitable actions spread across the city, laypeople began to realize that the 

world was not so black and white as they imagined. When gazing at the frescoes in the 

little church in Piazzetta Dante Alighieri, Florentines may have wondered if the 

Buonomini helped render assistance for their neighbors, the woman across the street, the 

young girl who had just married, or maybe even the person beside them. Perhaps they 

found themselves more aware of the hardships that could befall anyone, which is why 

when the Buonomini are ever in need of funds and “lighted the little lamp,”3 Florentines 

continue to find it in themselves to refill the confraternity’s coffers.  

The status of the artist himself was also an important factor in influencing 

opinions towards the poor. As the position of artists commanded more respect, people 

also began to give more respect to the product of the artist’s work. Instead of being 

obligated to follow a patron’s ideas about what the final product should look like, artists 

had more power in accepting commissions and control over their work. Artists, especially 

                                                           
2The confraternity of the Misercordia, or the Company of Mercy, was established in 1244. 

Members of this group hid their identities, but they helped carry the sick to hospitals and bury the dead; 
these services were in great demand because of the high death rates of the Black Plague in the fourteenth 
century. The Misercordia were the first ambulance service in Florence and continue to run the service 
today.  

 
3“Story,” Congregazione dei Buonomini di San Martino, accessed March 31, 2017, 

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/story.php  

http://www.buonominidisanmartino.it/story.php
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painters, went from unskilled laborers whose work was primarily valued by the materials 

used in a piece, to skilled workers whose work was valued based on who had done the 

work—regardless of the time and material. Who could have imagined that one of a 

profession which had the same status as a grocer would be compromising with the Pope4 

in a century?  

During the Renaissance, art provided a way for people to share the reality of what 

being poor was like and a method of storytelling that drew forth compassion and other 

powerful emotions from viewers. Masaccio discovered that there was no line to separate 

light from shadow, but instead learned that a gradient of color best represented shadow 

and light. Likewise, Renaissance Italians learned that the labels used to define the poor 

were not true representations of who the poor were; dichotomizing the poor into 

deserving or non-deserving did not help those who were truly in need. Instead of passing 

judgment based on stereotypes and first impressions, one needed to interact with the poor 

and get to know their stories, find ways to relate to the poor, and no longer see them as 

“the poor,” but as brothers, sisters, friends, and human beings.  

                                                           
4Michelangelo did not want to accept the commission from Pope Julius II to paint part of the 

Sistine Chapel in 1508. He relented when allowed to paint biblical scenes of his own choosing. Later, when 
requested to add additional embellishment to robes of the Apostles by Pope Julius II in the Sistine Chapel, 
Michelangelo refused to do so, citing the Apostles’ poor financial status.  
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AFTERWORD 

Modern Attitudes towards Art and the Poor 
 
 

There are many parallels between the modern world and Renaissance Italy in 

terms of how society views the poor. Painting and art clearly helped alter opinions of the 

poor over five-hundred years ago, and these fields continue to shape public attitude 

towards those in poverty. Like their Renaissance counterparts, modern day artists face the 

challenge that their work that is regularly considered unimportant, unskilled, and 

unnecessary. How then, does modern art fit into shaping the opinions of the poor? 

 In a nation, and world, that is more polarized than ever before, opinions of 

welfare and poverty are also dichotomized. If receiving any kind of financial assistance, 

one finds that if one does not meet a social expectation of what poverty looks like, the 

individual risks being labeled as lazy, criminal, a “welfare queen”—essentially a modern-

day false beggar. For example, materially poor people in developed countries are 

frequently judged for owning smartphones. Not only are phones an expensive up-front 

cost, but smartphones also require plans with monthly fees. The money required for a 

smartphone (or any phone for that matter) could instead be used for necessities, such as 

food and clothing. Therefore, an individual who owns a smartphone should not receive 

assistance of any kind because the person made poor financial choices. Why should 

society help such an individual when more deserving people e.g. veterans, orphans, and 

the disabled, are in need?  

The word “poverty” also brings certain images to one’s mind: starving and 

unkempt children in Africa and Asia, slums and ghettos in third-world countries, 
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unsanitary living conditions, lack of access to clean water, etc. People suffering from 

poverty in developing countries are regarded as uneducated, unskilled, and 

underprivileged. Yet despite the idea that the poor in developing countries are in 

significantly worse condition than the poor in developed countries, most Americans 

believe that government spends too much on foreign aid and should reduce the amount of 

foreign aid, or limit aid to countries that support American policies.1  

Many governments, NGOs (non-governmental organizations), businesses, and 

individuals are fighting back against one-sided depictions of the poor but with limited 

success. In a rapidly changing world with social media and shorter attention spans, it is 

all too common to pass judgement on people and events without knowing the full story. It 

is easy to ignore something that challenges one’s beliefs in favor of the next viral 

sensation, or to surround oneself with opinions that are similar to one’s own opinion. 

Modern support systems for the poor provide for material goods, but relational, 

communal, and social needs of the poor are not being met because the idea of poverty is 

frequently limited to a lack of material belongings. This is where art and artists can come 

in—to make people more aware of who the poor are and the challenges that the modern 

poor face.  

 One famous modern art project, and part of the inspiration behind this thesis, is 

Humans of New York, or HONY. A photography series that began in 2010 as a small 

project featuring denizens of New York, HONY has evolved to a massive series with 

stories from over 20 countries, two New York Times best-selling books, hundreds of 

spinoffs (e.g. Humans of India, Humans of Rome, Humans of Seoul, Humans of Sydney, 

                                                           
1Peter Moore, “Foreign Aid: most people think America gives too much away,” YouGov, March 

11, 2016, https://today.yougov.com/news/2016/03/11/foreign-aid/  

https://today.yougov.com/news/2016/03/11/foreign-aid/


51 
 

even Humans of Waco) and millions of followers.2 Brandon Stanton, the photographer 

and driving force behind HONY, tells the stories of individuals ranging from the most 

powerful politicians to those in bonded labor or Syrian refugees. These stories typically 

consist of a photograph and a short quotation from the discussion between Stanton and 

the subject.  

The power of HONY posts is not just the photograph, a realistic depiction as one 

can provide in the modern day, but the fact that the audience knows that the caption being 

featured is only a small part of the individual’s story. By deliberately selecting certain 

quotations and limiting the viewers’ knowledge of the individual, the viewers wonder 

what else the individual has experienced. One may also evaluate what judgements they 

initially made on the individual featured in the post, and reflect why they reacted the way 

they did. Stanton’s project challenges people to listen to the stories of those around them 

by presenting people from all walks of life—especially those of whom society thinks the 

least, as people with unique stories and experiences. 

Stanton has also garnered respect for the field of photography and used his 

influence to help those in need. HONY fundraising campaigns have raised millions of 

dollars for individuals and organizations that deal with difficult challenges, e.g. Hurricane 

Sandy victims, Mott Hall Bridges Academy (a charter school that educates students in 

some of the poorest areas of New York), the Bonded Labor Liberation Front, the 

Headstrong Project (non-profit that helps veterans suffering from PTSD), the Memorial 

Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR). Table 2 shows the amount of money raised for each group, totaling over $10 

                                                           
2The HONY Facebook page had 18 million likes at the time of writing (April 10, 2017). 
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million for the six projects previously mentioned.3 Stanton has also taken steps to help 

with non-material needs of the poor and marginalized with programs such as HONY For 

The Holidays, “an annual tradition where [HONY] match[es] up people who have 

nowhere to go for Christmas with people who have an extra place, or five extra places, at 

their table.”4 

Table 2-Money raised for non-profits and NGOs by HONY supporters 
 

Organization: Amt. Raised: 

Hurricane Sandy $318,000 

Mott Hall Bridges Academy $1,418,000 

Bonded Labor Liberation Front $2,348,000 

Headstrong Project $559,000 

Memorial Sloan Kettering Center $3,875,000 

UNHCR $1,777,000 

TOTAL: $10,295,000 
 
 

Art can be a powerful method of communication, grabbing one’s attention and 

challenging one to see the world in a different way. Although the primary focus of this 

thesis was on painting, other fine arts such as photography, sculpture, videography, 

dance, music, and writing play important roles in shaping how society views and deals 

with the poor because no two people are affected in the same way by a work of art. 

Modern artists must be aware of people, ideas, and stories that are overlooked and 

ignored so they can continue to represent the poor and marginalized in a way that is 

realistic, not idealistic.   

                                                           
3Values were accurate as of April 17, 2017 and truncated to the nearest thousand.  
 
4Brandon Stanton, Humans of New York, 

http://www.humansofnewyork.com/post/105306170251/attention-hony-for-the-holidays-is-an-annual  

http://www.humansofnewyork.com/post/105306170251/attention-hony-for-the-holidays-is-an-annual
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