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the same scale as the other figures – an indication from Masaccio that
we ordinary mortals have a right to be in this scene. We can own our
place at the foot of the cross, even if we are a little further from its base
than the saints.

LIFELIKE

MASACCIO, HOLY TRINITY

The fresco was much praised by the art historian Giorgio Vasari a century
later: he called Masaccio the greatest artist of his generation, especially
talented in the way he could paint nature and recreate lifelike figures.
He mentioned, too, the artist’s lifelike use of 3-D, and it’s this effective
use of perspective (Masaccio apparently drove a nail into the wall at the
“vanishing point” of the picture, and worked out the positioning of the
image from that) that earned him his place in art history.

One of the best-known depictions of the Holy Trinity is to be found
on the walls of one of the Dominican churches in Florence, Santa
Maria Novella, to the left of the nave. The painting is by an artist
called Tommaso di Ser Giovanni di Simone, known as Masaccio
– which may have started out as a nickname meaning something
like “messy” or “clumsy”, in which case it could hardly, by the
end of his life, have been less appropriate.

Masaccio died just a year after completing this work, still in his twenties;
had he lived longer and painted more pieces, he would have rivalled
the greatest names of the Renaissance. Instead, his early death gives
an extra poignancy to the scene at the very foot of this work in Santa
Maria Novella: it shows a skeleton, and the words, in Latin, “As I am
now, so will you be; as you are now, so once was I.” It’s a call to value
life when we still have it, as well as a reminder to focus on the Trinity.
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Mass text

FIRST READING Exodus 34:4-6. 8-9
PSALM Daniel 3
RESPONSE

To you glory and praise for evermore.

1. You are blest, Lord God of our fathers. R.
Blest your glorious holy name. R.
2. You are blest in the temple of your glory. R.
You are blest on the throne of your kingdom. R.
3. You are blest who gaze into the depths. R.
You are blest in the firmament of heaven. R.

SECOND READING 2 Corinthians 13:11-13

GOSPEL ACCLAMATION

Alleluia, alleluia!
Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to
the Holy Spirit,
the God who is, who was, and who is to come.
Alleluia!

GOSPEL John 3:16-18
COMMUNION ANTIPHON

Since you are children of God,
God has sent into your hearts the Spirit of his Son,
the Spirit who cries out: Abba, Father.
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Blest be God the Father,
and the Only Begotten Son of God,
and also the Holy Spirit,
for he has shown us his merciful love.
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ENTRANCE ANTIPHON

Born near Florence in 1401, Masaccio was probably apprenticed
to one of the city’s workshops where he learnt his trade; and in
1422, aged twenty-one, he joined the artists’ guild there. Just five
years later, he won the commission to produce a fresco for Santa
Maria Novella, probably paid for by a local family called Berti.

Next Sunday’s Readings:
Next Sunday’s
Readings:
FSC
Deuteronomy
8:2-3. 14-16

Exodus10:16-17
32:7-11. 13-14
1 Corinthians
logo
1 Timothy
John
6:51-581:12-17
Luke 15:1-32
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The subject for the painting was the Trinity,
and Masaccio created a work like nothing else
in the church, and entirely new in the Florence
of the time. The painting centres on the three
elements of the Blessed Trinity: God the Father is
represented as an older male figure at the back of
the painting, and his hands are holding the cross
bar of the crucifix which is in front of him. His
hands are touching the outstretched arms of his
Son, who is shown dying on the cross – palms
outstretched, nails protruding. Between the
heads of God the Father and God the Son is what
at first glance looks like a collar attached to the
figure in the background. On closer examination,
though, this is the Holy Spirit, in the shape of a
white dove; the bird is swooping downwards,
connecting the heads of Father and Son.
As well as the three divine figures, there are four
fully human creatures in the piece: Mary the
Mother of God and St John stand at the foot of
the cross, and outside the main frame are two
further figures who represent the donors who
paid the artist’s bills. They are probably members
of the aforementioned Berti family, although it’s
been impossible to verify this. But whoever they
are, they clearly represent not only the artist’s patrons but all of
us; the ordinary folk who were not part of the immediate story
within the frame, but are absolutely connected to it and should,
like the two figures here, be attentive and tuned to it. Unusually,
in a Renaissance painting of this era, the patrons are painted to
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