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Hermits of Thebes

Artist Attributed to Mariotto di Nardo
active in Florence 1393-1424

Type painting
Material wood
Technique painted
Sizes magasság: 81 cm

szélesség: 82 cm
Inventory No. 55.168

Description
In fourteenth-century Italy, interest grew in the lives of the first monks: hermits and ascetics who had withdrawn to
the deserts  of  Egypt,  around Thebes,  and to the harsh regions of  Syria  and Palestine.  Between the fourth and the
tenth centuries, numerous texts—mostly in Greek and Latin—were written to preserve the lives of these early monks,
who lived either in solitude or in small communities. Compilations made from these writings and translated into the
Italian  vernacular  in  the  fourteenth  century  became  popular  and  widely  read.  As  a  result  of  the  popularity  of  the
subject, depictions of the lives of hermits appeared in many towns of central Italy, primarily in the form of frescoes.
Painted  versions  on  wooden  panels  were  also  produced  in  Florence.  Among  the  latter,  several  monumental
fifteenth-century works, surviving either intact or in fragments, are based on the same composition. The Esztergom
painting once formed part of such a vast wooden panel,  approximately three metres wide. It  was cut out from the
left-hand side of the original painting before the mid-nineteenth century, in order to make it easier to sell on the art
market  thanks  to  its  smaller  size.  The larger,  right-hand section  of  the  former  composition  has  also  survived,  in  a
British private collection. The Esztergom painting shows numerous episodes from the daily lives of the hermits, not
directly  connected with  one another.  Most  of  the scenes do not  depict  a  specific  story,  but  rather  refer  in  general
terms  to  the  characteristic  activities  of  the  hermits.  Contrary  to  the  legends,  the  setting  is  not  a  desert,  but  a
fairy-tale  wilderness,  symbolized  by  broken  rocks  and  clusters  of  trees  with  high  undergrowth.  For  the  medieval
Italian  viewer,  this  conveyed  more  effectively  the  inhospitable,  savage  environment  known from the  texts.  Placed
within  this  sketchily  rendered  landscape  are  episodic  scenes  illustrating  the  lives  of  the  Desert  Fathers;  many  of
them  emphasize  the  figures’  harmonious  coexistence  and  mutual  assistance.  Numerous  groups  of  buildings  also
appear  in  the  mountainous,  rocky  landscape.  These  buildings  are  not  represented  to  scale:  in  keeping  with  the
conventions of fourteenth-century painting, they appear like models in relation to the figures. The original function of
the wooden panel from which the Esztergom fragment derives is unknown. According to the most widely accepted
view,  it  may  have  decorated  a  larger  room—perhaps  a  sacristy  or  chapter  house—set  into  wall  panelling,  in  a
monastic  community  that  attached  particular  importance  to  the  exemplary  lives  of  the  ancient  hermits.  Such  a
setting  may  have  belonged  to  one  of  the  hermit  orders,  such  as  the  Camaldolese  or  the  Vallombrosans;  more
recently, however, the theory has also been proposed that the painting may have been commissioned by Dominican
friars in Florence. Scholars are not in agreement either on the date of the work or on the identity of its master. Most
believe that it was made around 1400 and may be the work of Mariotto di Nardo, while some researchers consider it
even earlier. Its art-historical significance lies precisely in the fact that it formed part of the earliest known work in
which this subject appears in panel painting.
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(Sallay Dóra, 2002)

Provenance
Simor collection. Purchased from the Bertinelli estate in Rome in 1878.

Restauration
1991-1992 Csúcs László

Exhibitions
• 2012 Firenze, Uffizi "Bagliori dorati - Il Gotico Internazionale a Firenze 1375 - 1440"
• 2021 Budapest, Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum, "Pálosok"- rendtörténeti kiállítás
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