
TECHNICAL NOTES

	 In his vast religious output, El Greco painted several works dedicated to Saint Francis, whose 
cult was particularly flourishing in Spain in the second half  of  the 16th century, dominated by the 
personalities of  the two mystics Saint John of  the Cross and Saint Teresa of  Ávila. While Toledo alone, 
in the years when the painter was active there, had about ten churches and convents of  the Franciscan 
Order, today we know of  over 130 paintings dedicated to the saint from Assisi by El Greco. The painter 
was so devoted to the figure of  St Francis that Francisco Pacheco del Río stated categorically in his Arte 
de la pintura, su antigüedad y grandeza (1649) that he was the best interpreter of  the Umbrian saint of  his 
time.

	 El Greco’s first works dedicated to the “poor man of  Assisi” appear to be fully in line with the 
Italian Renaissance tradition, as demonstrated by the two versions of  St Francis Receiving the Stigmata at the 
Accademia Carrara in Bergamo and the Suor Orsola Benincasa Institute in Naples, the latter of  which is 
on display. Both date from around 1570, when the artist was documented in Rome and had already passed 
through the Venetian workshops of  Titian and Tintoretto. They derive from a Titianesque invention and 
are characterised by the presence of  Brother Leo, a figure who would be abandoned at the beginning of  
his stay in Spain, only to reappear in the final years of  the Cretan master’s life.

	 Starting with the Saint Francis in Ecstasy in the Lázaro Galdiano Museum in Madrid and the 
Diocesan Museum in Siedlce, Poland, dating from 1577-1580, the painter depicted the saint in solitude, 
emphasising his more mystical aspects and meditation on death through admirable chiaroscuro effects 
and using merciless realism to render the wounds on his hands and skull.

	 At the dawn of  the new century, El Greco would go on to create other original iconographies 
of  St. Francis of  Assisi, which were not immune to the influence of  Caravaggio’s luminism and later 
became models of  reference for Diego Velázquez and Francisco Zurbarán. Among these, it suffices 
to mention the Vision of  St Francis at the Hospital de Mujeres in Cadiz, an altarpiece that completes a 
journey begun in the 1570s and which, after several decades, recovers the figure of  Brother Leo, depicted 
from behind and with an evocative backlighting effect.

	 The small tempera on wood panel exhibited here (28 x 20 cm), signed in Greek capital letters 
DOMÉNIKOS THEOTOKÓPOULOS EPOÍEI and halfway between the Byzantine tradition and 
the innovations of  the mature Italian Renaissance finally brought to fruition in Spain by the master, 
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is characterised by its rugged landscape, yet at the same time enveloping landscape, the thick, broken 
brushstrokes, already proto-Impressionist, and the theatricality of  the tiny scene.

	 As revealed by an inscription on the back, the panel originally belonged to a “Monsignor degli 
Oddi”, a member of  the noble family of  Perugia who commissioned Raphael, in the early 16th century, 
to paint the altarpiece now in the Vatican Pinacoteca, which was originally in San Francesco al Prato.
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