
THE DECODER RING
What every symbol means in Florentine sacred art

QUICK TEST: What Era Is This Crucifix?

■■ Eyes open? → Triumphans (pre-1240) | ■ Eyes closed? → Patiens (Franciscan)

THE CRUCIFIX
Triumphans vs. Patiens

■■ Open eyes
Triumphans — Christ victorious, alive, conquering death

Pre-1200s

■ Closed eyes
Patiens — Christ dead, suffering completed, humanity emphasized

Post-Franciscan

■ Straight posture
Divine power, no submission to gravity

Pre-1200s

■■ S-curve slump
Weight of death, human body yielding

Post-1240

■ Blood + water
From side wound — the Church born from Christ's body

Franciscan

■ Crown
Kingship, triumph over death

Triumphans

■ Crown of thorns
Suffering, humanity, mockery

Patiens

■ Suppedaneum
Footrest — Christ stands on cross, not hangs

Triumphans

THE VIRGIN MARY
Purity & Intercessor

■ Blue mantle
Heaven, queenship, divinity (ultramarine = expensive = holy)

Universal

■ Red dress
Humanity — divinity (blue) covers humanity (red)

Universal

■ White lily
Purity, virginity — watch WHO holds it

Annunciation

■ Iris
Sorrow — the sword that will pierce her heart

Renaissance

■ Thornless rose
Sinlessness — she alone escapes the thorns

Post-1400

■ Crescent moon
Revelation 12 — Woman of the Apocalypse

Immac. Conc.



■ Twelve stars
Crown of stars — Revelation 12 imagery

Immac. Conc.

■ Enclosed garden
Hortus conclusus — her virginal womb, inviolate

Post-1400

■ Sealed fountain
Purity, sealed from sin

Post-1400

■ Open book
Reading prophecy of her own future (Isaiah)

Annunciation

■ Closed book
Mystery sealed, hidden wisdom

Annunciation

ST. FRANCIS
Founder of the Emotional Script

■ Stigmata
Wounds of Christ received — hands, feet, side

Post-1224

■ Three-knotted rope
The three vows: poverty, chastity, obedience

Universal

■ Brown/grey habit
Poverty — undyed wool, humility

Universal

■ Skull
Memento mori — death as teacher

Common

■ Wolf
Gubbio legend — taming of the wolf

Narrative

■■ Birds
Sermon to the birds — all creation as audience

Narrative

■ Nativity scene
Greccio 1223 — he invented this

Origin

BOTANICAL SYMBOLS
Renaissance Garden of Meaning

■ Lily
Purity, virginity, Annunciation

Universal

■ Iris
Sorrow, suffering to come

Renaissance

■ Rose
Mary; if thornless = sinlessness

Post-1400

■ Apple
Sin (the Fall) — or Christ as 'new Adam'

Universal

■ Grapes
Eucharist, wine = blood of Christ

Universal

■ Wheat
Eucharist, bread = body of Christ

Universal



■ Pomegranate
Resurrection, many seeds = many faithful

Renaissance

■ Cypress
Death, but also eternal life (evergreen)

Italian

■ Fig leaves
The Fall, covering of shame

Universal

■ Olive branch
Peace, reconciliation with God

Universal

COLORS & MATERIALS
The Expensive Theology

■ Gold leaf
Eternity, divine realm, outside time

Byzantine+

■ Ultramarine
From lapis lazuli — most expensive = most holy

Contracts

■ Vermillion/red
Blood, passion, martyrdom, humanity

Universal

■ White
Purity, innocence, resurrection

Universal

■ Black
Death, sin, penitence (Dominicans)

Universal

■ Brown
Poverty, humility (Franciscans)

Mendicants

■ Yellow
Treachery (Judas), or divine light

Context

GESTURES & POSES
The Body Speaks

■ Praying hands
Supplication, devotion, humility

Universal

■■ Pointing up
Reference to heaven, divine source

Common

■ Open palm out
Blessing, welcome, receiving

Saints

■ Crossed arms
Humility, acceptance (Mary)

Annunciation

■■ Eyes raised
Ecstasy, divine vision, rapture

Baroque

■ Hand to face
Grief, lamentation

Giotto+

■ Two fingers
Blessing — two natures, divine + human

Byzantine+



■ Bare feet
Humility, poverty, holy ground

Saints

CARAVAGGIO'S LANGUAGE
Post-Trent Realism (1571–1610)

After the Council of Trent locked down doctrine, Caravaggio found freedom within the rules.

■ Tenebrism
Deep blacks, single light = divine breaking in

1600s

■ Dirty feet
Christ among the poor, authentic humanity

Caravaggio

■ Peasant faces
Saints as ordinary people

Caravaggio

■■ Frozen moment
Drama caught at peak — before/after implied

Baroque

■■ Reaching hands
Human longing for divine

Counter-Ref

■ Theatrical staging
You are the audience

Baroque

—

"Now you'll see what everyone else misses."

A HOGSHEAD OF EELS · ART IS THE MESSENGER


