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Traditionally scholars of early modern Italian art and architecture have viewed the city of Naples as provincial and secondary to more northern Italian centres such as Florence, Venice, and Milan. Yet in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the Angevin monarchs, rulers of the vast Kingdom of Naples, played key roles in papal politics, international diplomatic relations, and martial alliances, and under their powerful and generous patronage, Naples developed a particularly rich and influential artistic culture. The Church of Santa Maria Donna Regina: Art, Iconography and Patronage in Fourteenth-Century Naples adds much to our understanding of the artistic and cultural context of early modern Naples by focusing attention on a relatively unknown, yet influential royal patron, Queen Maria of Hungary (d. 1323) and the Clarissan church and convent she founded and actively supported. 

As the first book to appear in English on the church of Santa Maria Donna Regina, the volume edited by Janis Elliott and Cordelia Warr provides a welcome addition to the growing field of Angevin studies and brings together essays by a remarkably international group of scholars. Novel too is the inclusion of previously unpublished images of the church and its internal decorative program. The 25 colour plates and 83 black and white figures, including plans, diagrams and reconstructions of this notoriously difficult to access church, are useful not only for scholars of Neapolitan painting but moreover provide significant source material to facilitate comparison with other monuments on the Italian peninsula and beyond.

In their introduction to the volume, Warr and Elliott position the church of Santa Maria Donna Regina within the context of the architectural building campaign initiated by the Angevin dynasty in the Kingdom of Naples. Constructed in the early years of the fourteenth century under the patronage of Maria of Hungary, the wife of Charles II of Anjou, the church and convent housed a community of cloistered aristocratic nuns who from their raised choir above the nave constituted the primary beholders for much of the interior program of decoration of the church. The significance of the intended audience is a major theme of this volume in which many of the contributors move beyond traditional questions of attribution to consider the relationship of patronage and iconography within the Franciscan context of this royal convent.

There is much of value in all of the nine essays, the first four of which address the ambience in which the convent was constructed and how patronal influences and dynastic concerns came to bear on the project.  The initial essay by Samantha Kelly considers the impact of the Franciscans upon the religious atmosphere and artistic commissions of the royal court in Naples. Through a close reading of the existing archival evidence, the well-written chapter by Matthew Clear enhances our knowledge of the patron of Santa Maria Donna Regina, Maria of Hungary. As mother of a king as well as a saint, Maria assumed a powerful dynastic role, which Tanja Michalsky discusses in relation to the iconography of her tomb monument commissioned from Tino da Camaino. Of particular importance is Caroline Bruzelius’s chapter which sheds new light on the significance of urbanism in fourteenth century Naples, as she argues that the position of the convent only a short distance from the Duomo may have been part of a larger Angevin dynastic strategy. For these contributors, in particular Bruzelius and Michalsky, they are returning to familiar territory, yet it is through their use of the church of the Santa Maria Donna Regina as a locus for critical discussion, that these essays bear valuable new scholarship.

The final five essays focus on the decorative program of the church, specifically the complex iconography of the church’s fresco cycles. Both Janis Elliott and Hisashi Yakou consider the unusual location and composition of the magnificent fresco of the Madonna of the Apocalypse in the nuns’ choir. Elliott points to the interrelationship of the scene of the Madonna of the Apocalypse with the large fresco of the Last Judgement below it, explaining how the choice of the subject matter of the frescoes was adapted to fit the personal and dynastic interests of Maria of Hungary. Yakou also considers the beholders of the fresco and their religious experience arguing that the scene may have been influenced by a textual source, notably Saint Bonaventure’s Soliloquium. Indeed, each of the last five essays are unified in their acknowledgement of the meditative nature of the church’s program of decoration and their emphasis on the particular role of the frescoes in the religious experience of the Clarisse. Cloistered in their raised choir the nuns were unable to see the altar and the elevation of the host, thus the frescoes of the ‘Last Judgement’, ‘Madonna of the Apocalypse’, ‘Passion of Christ’, and the ‘Lives’ of female saints took on a particularly potent meaning for their Clarissan beholders.

In her admirably lucid chapter, Cathleen Fleck tackles the challenging issue of the visual and textual literacy of the nuns and convincingly illustrates how the frescoes, the inscriptions that accompanied them, and the texts that inspired them (primarily the Meditations on the Life of Christ of Pseudo-Bonaventure and Jacopo da Voragine’s Golden Legend), enriched the nuns’ religious experiences through the interrelationship of words and images. One of the true strengths of this volume, this essay moves beyond traditional assumptions about the sources for the narrative frescoes to question how these textual sources may have been adapted to fit the needs of their audience. In a similar vein, Cordelia Warr clearly demonstrates how the frescoes of Santa Maria Donna Regina were tailored to fit their particular context. In her consideration of the now quite badly damaged cycle of the Life of Saint Elizabeth, Warr discusses how the cycle is not entirely based on textual sources but rather presents the convincing argument that the cycle was influenced by the dynastic and personal concerns of Maria of Hungary. Adrian Hoch’s reading of the dense and complex Passion cycle as multi-layered and shaped by the textual source of the Meditations on the Life of Christ is useful, although her interpretation of the figure of Mary as a primary model for Maria of Hungary and the Clarisse remains not fully convincing.

Framed by Rosa Anna Genovese’s prologue which discusses the early twentieth-century restoration of the church by Gino Chierici, and the valuable conclusion by Professor Julian Gardner which sets the convent within a pan-European context, this collection of essays sets aside long debated questions of dating and attribution in order to address new and yet equally challenging issues. In doing so it makes a ground-breaking and important contribution not only to our understanding of the art and architecture of the church of Santa Maria Donna Regina but indeed the larger artistic and cultural context of early modern Naples.
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