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The Significance of Depictions of the Angel in Scenes of the Annunciation from

Fourteenth to Sixteenth-Century Italy

The Angel that Activates the ‘Interval Between’ in regard to Space, Time, and People

Name: Takayuki TERAKADO

1. Research Aims and Context

This research aims to make clear the significance of the depiction

of the angel as depicted in scenes of the Annunciation by Italian painters
from the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. This will be carried out through
the interpretation of the pictorial space, which is composed of the angel
visually depicted in various formal groups, as well as through the analysis
of the changes in its appearance.
Moreover, the ultimate goal of this writer is to consider what role the
angel, has played in pictorial depictions, and why humans have brought
these angels into existence. By doing so, it will be possible to present a
conception of the angel transcending historical periods. This research may
be considered the start of this project.

While Christian theology considers the angel as ‘a bodiless spirit’
or ‘a being that possesses a body invisible to humans,’ (1) in practice
Christian art has long embraced the visual images of numerous angels. This
research consists of a comparison and analysis based on the theme of the
Annunciation, which could be called the origin of Christianity, in Italian
paintings.

2. The Annunciation

The Gospel of Luke in the New Testament relates the story of the
Annunciation. In this scene, which could be thought of as the origin of
Christianity, Mary was chosen by God before at a point predating the life of
Jesus and was told by a messenger from God (an angel) called Gabriel that
she was pregnant with the son of God, and Mary consented to this.(2)
In Christian art, angels are depicted in abundance, but many of these seem
to be in minor, decorative roles surrounding the main figure: a secondary
element filling in empty space. In contrast, the angel of the Annunciation
plays a central role along with Mary herself. Consequently, depictions of
the Annunciation became a place for artists to compete with each other in
their representations of the angel. The angel appears in the scene in front of
Mary to make the announcement. God is at originator of the message, and
the Holy Spirit also emanates from God to Mary by a separate route. The
depiction of the Annunciation is the composite, or the organic combination
of all these elements, and we can see the visual function of the angel in
relation to this organised image as a whole.

Scenes of the Annunciation became popular in various areas of

Europe during the Renaissance of the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries,
and during the early and middle period this was particularly the case in
central Italy (especially Florence and Siena) and Tuscany. Scenes of the
Annunciation by Tuscan artists such as Simone Martini, Fra Angelico,
Leonardo da Vinci and Sandro Botticelli, are widely known as images that
strongly prescribe visual images of angels even today (Figure 1).

3. Literature
Literature concerning the Annunciation

"Jutai Kokuchi (The Annunciation)", a general research work
on scenes of the Annunciation by the art historian Yashiro Yukio (1890-
1975), includes a collection of plates from Italy and all over the world,
and critiques the works based on the major questions concerning the

Adviser: Tsutomu TODA

Figure 1. Fra Angelico’s Annunciation, c. 1438-1450. A fresco in the northern corridor of the
San Marco monastery, Florence. (Photographed by Terakado Takayuki on 16 June 2014.)

Annunciation. It is

a classic work with forms the foundation for research concerning the
Annunciation in art history. However, the keynote of this work is one of
romantic sentiment, interpreting the scene of the Annunciation as ‘the
love spanning Heaven and Earth’ between the ‘youthful virgin Mary’ and
the ‘angelic youth.” No point of view is given concerning the relationship
between the depiction of the angel and the pictorial space of the picture. (3)
"Fra Angelico. Dissemblance et figuration" by the French art
historian Georges Didi-Huberman (b. 1953) (4) which inquires deeply
into the depths of thought, philosophy, theology and belief hidden in the
pictorial depictions of the Italian painters of the mid-fifteenth century
such as Fra Angelico, and reinterprets the Annunciation through the prism
of mystical theology, has broken through the status quo of art history to
present a challenging thesis. This research has suggested many ideas for the
present writer’s research. However, the emphasis of the theory deals with
Christ and Mary, and there is no mention of the depiction of the angels.

Literature concerning the Depiction of Angels

Sasaki Hideya (b. 1932) is the Japanese translator of Kenneth
Clark’s "The Nude": "A Study in Ideal Form and Landscape into Art" as
well as a specialist in the art of the Italian Renaissance. While his "Tenshi-
tachi no Runesansu (The Renaissance of the Angels)" by is a book aimed
at the general public, it is a provocative book which takes an overall look
at Renaissance art based around the axis of the pictorial depiction of
angels, and is focused on the paintings of Fra Angelico and Fra Filippo
Lippi. It calls the Renaissance of the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries the
‘century of the angel,” and also includes material relevant to the view of
his main theory. The first chapter of the work takes a general view of the
theories concerning angels of the theologians Thomas Aquinas and Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite, and some parts contain judgments concerning
angels based on these theories. (5)
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Literature concerning Pictorial Space and Perspective

The German art historian Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968) advocated
a theory of iconology. His "Die Perspektive als ,,symbolische Form*",
published between 1924 and 1925, is a classic work in this field. His view
— that the pictorial space expressed in the perspective of the Renaissance
pictures is the symbolic manifestation of the scientific spirit that established
the modern era in Western Europe — has influenced not only modern
theories of the visual arts, but also a wide range of fields. He especially
mentions specific scenes of the Annunciation, with extremely interesting
explanatory notes. (6)

In the thesis of the Japanese graphic researcher Koyama Kiyoo

(b. 1916) entitled "Fra Angelico no jutai-kokuchi — sono enkinho to kaiga
kikan ni tsuite (The Annunciations of Fra Angelico — Perspective and
Pictorial Space)", (7) he graphically analyses the space expressed in three of
Fra Angelico’s most famous Annunciations, and makes frequent references
to this painter’s ideas.

Literature concerning the Line of Sight

In his work L’espace et le regard, the French critic Jean Paris (b.
1921) puts forward the idea, based on the observation and analysis of a
large number of Western pictures, that the pictorial space is formed by the
interchange of the lines of sight expressed in the picture with that of the
spectator looking at the picture. In his classification of these types of lines
of sight, he mentions a very few examples of lines of sight in scenes of the
Annunciation. (8)

In this research, by focusing attention on the significance of the
depiction of angels in scenes of the Annunciation, a theme that has not been
dealt with in the literature listed above, it is hoped that a fresh view can be
presented, linking elements of these previous works.

4. The Establishment of a Research Corpus and Methodology
From 15 to 23 June, 2014, the present writer undertook a field

study to Florence, Siena and Paris (the Louvre), and was able to view many
scenes of the Annunciation, both in the interiors and on the exteriors of
museums and churches. These included scenes from Flanders and other
countries outside Italy, as well as some works from the mediaeval period
and some from the seventeenth century and later. However, in this research,
I have limited the corpus of scenes of the Annunciation to those by Italian
painters of the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, which formed the main
part of my viewing during the survey, and have decided to consider the
other works in my future research. My composition of my research corpus,
including the 46 works that I was able to view on my research trip, is as
follows.

102 scenes of the Annunciation from fourteenth to sixteenth century
Italy were selected out of the plates presented by Yashiro Yukio in Jutai
Kokuchi. (3) Avoiding repetition, a further 17 scenes from the picture
collection Annunciation published by Phaidon were selected; (9) as were
4 scenes from Didi-Huberman’s Fra Angelico. Dissemblance et figuration;
(4) 8 scenes from the public catalogue of the Accademia di Belle Arti de
Firenze; (10) 1 scene from the plates in Sugiyama Hiroaki’s Runesansu no
Seishigeki (The Mystery Plays of the Renaissance); (11) 2 scenes from the
catalogue of the exhibition Botticheri to Runesansu: Firenze no Tomi to Bi
(Botticelli and the Renaissance: The Wealth and Beauty of Florence); (12)
and 2 scenes from Fra Angelico by John Pope-Hennessy. (13) 8 photos of
works taken by the present author were also added, making a total of 144
images. As far as possible, I have put these works in chronological order,
making up the basic corpus for my thesis, here called ‘Collection of Scenes
of the Annunciation: Italy, 2015.

Regarding the chronological and geographical distribution of these

144 scenes, scenes of the Annunciation from Tuscany make up 91 percent
of the total of the Italian scenes from the fourteenth century; for the fifteenth
century this falls to 76 percent; and for the sixteenth century 48 percent. It
can be ascertained that with the passage of time, scenes of the Annunciation
dispersed from Tuscany to other regions.

When considering the images, it is desirable not to remove parts
of the Annunciation scene but to be able to view the image as a whole. For
each scene of the Annunciation, as far as possible at several images have
been viewed by the author, including images on the Internet, in order to
comprehend the whole picture. Taking into consideration the chronological
tendencies, and referring to the theological interpretations of Didi-
Huberman, compositional principles of the pictorial space composed of
depictions of angels, along with with other the formal elements depicted in
this space have been considered. Also, from a study of the links between
several scenes depicting angels, the writer has traced the changes occurring,
and inquired into the significance behind the depiction of angels.

Chapter One
The ‘Interval Between’ the Angel and Mary: The Composition
of Pictorial Space in Scenes of the Annunciation by Tuscan
Painters between the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries

In Chapter One, attention was first directed to the depiction of
the placement of the angel in relation to Mary. In all the 114 scenes of the
Annunciation, the angel was depicted as having wings on his back, but
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries scenes depicting the angel in
flight were uncommon (9 scenes), and even in these cases the angel’s eyes
were on the same level as Mary’s. Scenes where the angel is depicted on
the ground, on the same horizontal plane as Mary form the vast majority
(96 scenes). Furthermore, even in scenes where the angel and Mary are
separated, and depicted on different surfaces so that it is unclear whether
they are on the same horizontal plane (17 scenes), the angel and Mary are
always depicted facing each other at an equal height. Moreover, because
the two figures are facing each other with a gap between them, the viewer
becomes aware of the ‘interval between’ the angel and Mary. Various
interesting forms are depicted in this interval, and we can detect a necessary
relationship between them. As a result of focusing on these distributions and
groups of forms, I have made the following four findings:
1. In the vast majority of paintings, the angel and Mary are depicted as
facing each other on the same horizontal line, with line symmetry used. This
axial symmetry reflects the fact that originally scenes of the Annunciation
were depicted around a gate or door for doctrinal reasons.
2. In the area lying between the angel and Mary, an ‘opening’ is latent
in the gate or door, and the ‘interval between’ the two figures is raised
in the viewer’s consciousness. Here, forms such as the string of letters
representing the words exchanged between the angel and Mary; the pillar
representing the fulfilment of
the conception and the advent &

replacing each other.
3. Because these shapes §
make the viewer conscious of §

viewing oppositions such as

near/far or transparent/opaque,
the depth of the scene becomes Flgure 2. Botticelli’s Annunciation (1308-11),

empera on wood, in the National Gallery,
the direction emphasised in the London (14) Superposed diagram by the

pictorial space, and so-called Present writer.
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‘Renaissance perspective’ predominates.

4. The significance of the depiction of the angel in this process is that,
although the horizontal and vertical axes are emphasised by his facing Mary,
and symmetry is created, it is also found that the diagonal lines created by
the delicate gestures of the angel’s announcement cause movement and
rotation inside the picture. This leads the spectator’s gaze inside the picture,
and not only space but also time is thus propelled forward. The viewer is
invited into the distance; into the painting’s depth.

Chapter Two

The ‘Interval Between’ Angels and the Earth: Changes in
Pictorial Space to be Observed from the Depiction of the
Angel in Flight in Italian Scenes of the Annunciation from the
Fourteenth to Sixteenth Centuries

Figure 3. The interval between the angel and the earth: an explanatory diagram of the
ground. (Terakado Takayuki, 2015.)

In Chapter Two, attention was directed to the depictions of the angel
in flight, and the form of the area around the angel’s feet and the ground
underneath them were observed and analysed. The following five findings
were made:

5. From the beginning of the fifteenth century, the clouds under the angel’s
feet and the indeterminate pattern of the ground beneath them became
strongly linked, and we confirm the painter’s intention to represent the
ground as being in mid-air.

6. The image of the angel above the indeterminate pattern on the ground,
contains a latent flight unaccompanied by movement. He is situated on the
same level as Mary, producing and maintaining an ‘interval between’ him
and Mary. This fact is the reason that depictions of the angel in flight were
rare in Annunciation scenes throughout the fifteenth century.

7. The ground, of which the part beneath the angel and that beneath Mary
are depicted differently, is the result of a technical development allowing
the expression of an ‘interval between’ the angel and the earth. In fifteenth-
century Italian scenes of the Annunciation, two main kinds of depiction of
the ground — an indeterminate pattern and a grid pattern — both coexist and
oppose each other, and it was possible to compose a non-homogeneous
pictorial space which emphasised discontinuity.

8. In the sixteenth century, the indeterminate pattern depicted on the ground
disappeared, and as the perspective-based systematisation of the pictorial
space became complete, the angel came to be depicted as actually moving
in flight, and solid clouds came to be depicted under his feet. It became
possible to visually express the ‘interval between’ the angel and the ground
as three-dimensional space, and in this perfected three-dimensional space
not only angels but also putti (winged children) were shown flying in
groups.

9. In this perfected three-dimensional space, the depiction of realistic and
concrete flight movement led to the exclusion of the notion of the advance
of time which had hitherto been suggested in the pictorial space, and instead
the painting came to depict a moment in time.

Chapter Three
The ‘Interval Between’ the Picture and the Viewer: The Structure

of Pictorial Space by the Depiction of Lines of Sight in Italian
Fourteenth to Sixteenth Century Scenes of the Annunciation,
and the Creation of Interiority

In Chapter Three, the ‘interval between’ created by the lines of
sight was examined. Jean Paris, in his attempt to decipher Western art using
the pictorial space created by the lines of sight, provided and developed
a theory of lines of sight, and by applying the knowledge obtained here
to scenes of the Annunciation, understanding concerning the significance
of the angel’s depiction was reinforced. The lines of sight themselves are
invisible, but are expressed indirectly though the direction of the face, the
subtle expressions of the eyes, and other actions. Due to the techniques
that evolved to establish the depiction of several lines of sight in the same
picture, the line of sight of the viewer is introduced into the pictorial space.
What effect is caused to the internal lines of sight, as well as to that of the
viewer, by the line of sight of the angel’s face, characteristically depicted in
true profile in Annunciation scenes? After consideration, the following three
findings were made:
10. In a large majority of paintings, the line of sight of the angel, depicted
with his face in true profile, is depicted as gazing directly at Mary. In scenes
where the angel and Mary are separated in two different paintings, we can
ascertain many examples where Mary, depicted in true profile, is returning
the angel’s gaze. However, in cases where the two figures are depicted on
the same painting, there are only a few instances where their eyes meet.
The angel, in true profile, has a line of sight directed clearly at Mary, which
meets the viewer’s line of sight to form a right angle. The viewer’s line of
sight, facing the painting, is deflected by the angel’s line of sight to focus its
attention on Mary.
11. During the course of the establishment of a three-dimensional space, the
expression of the lines of sight (or facial expressions) of the angel and Mary
became more subtle, and even if the subject that one faces in the pictorial
space is unknowable, the lines of sight came to lead the viewer’s attention
into the interiority of the figure (Mary). Here, not only the visual depth
inside the picture was depicted, but also the interior depth of the figure in
the picture (Mary) was expressed.
12. As a result of this, all the contents depicted in the scenes of the
Annunciation become expressed once more, this time inside Mary, and as
the viewer faces the picture, they confront the interiority of Mary, and it
becomes clear that the angel exists as an compositional element, an ‘interval
between’ Mary and the viewer.

5. Conclusion: The Angel that Activates the ‘Interval Between’ in
regard to Space, Time, and People

In Chapter One, it was ascertained that, originally in scenes of the
Annunciation, gates or doors played a dividing role in the ‘interval between’
the angel and Mary. In Chapter Two, it was seen that this division came
to be expressed in the divided ground on which the angel and Mary each
stood. This division separated Heaven, where the angel stood, from Earth
where Mary (the human being) stood. The conception of Christ alone could
resolve this division, but it can be observed that the ground which demarcate
the distance between heaven and earth also function as a symbol of the
separation of human beings from the Garden of Eden. The banishment
of humans from the Garden of Eden was also depicted using angels. At
first, the spatial depth inside the picture (observed in Chapter One) was a
pictorial space that also allowed the expression of temporal progression.
However, the later refinement of the three-dimensional pictorial space (seen
in Chapter Two) meant that the continuity and progression of time was
eliminated from the picture, which changed to the depiction of a moment
in time with no past or future. What also detached time from its past and
future, and fixed it in the present, was the depiction of the angel in flight. In
Chapter Three, we ascertained that lines of sight — the ‘intervals between’
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that connect human beings — linked the space between the angel and Mary
only in a single direction. She does not return the angel’s gaze, evading it
in order to look elsewhere. This in turn leads the viewer’s gaze into Mary’s
interiority. This shows that the act of facing and looking at the picture by
the viewer is also one of confronting Mary’s interiority. If one accepts,
as Panofsky hinted, that homogeneous space of Renaissance perspective
was nurtured by the ‘interval between’ the angel and Mary, (5) then the
separation of the angel from Mary is also implied by the depth shown to
the viewer by this perspective. Renaissance perspective, as Panofsky also
mentions, uses the premise of a fixed line of sight from a single pair of eyes,
detaching the viewer from his neighbours. The angel has wings on his back,
but he is also a human being. In this way, the separation of the angel and
Mary is also the breaking of the ‘interval between’ connecting one human
to another. The line of sight of the ‘self” who is viewing the picture is turned
towards Mary by the angel’s face in true profile, and Mary’s interiority and
the viewer’s ‘self” become mixed together in the pictorial space. Probably
the conception of Christ is anticipated there. The depiction of the angel
separates the human from paradise; cuts him off spatially by surrounding
him with artefacts; detaches him temporally by fixing him in the moment;
and cuts the human off from his link with other humans, making him a
single individual. In this way all connecting links are cut, and he has now
become an individual, able to be led to Christ. All these things: space, time
and human beings; and the ‘intervals between’ formed by the depiction of
the angel; are evoked by the depiction of an angel who is similar to a human
yet has wings, showing his unearthly origin, and who continues to turn
his head to the side in relation to the viewer. This stokes the imaginative
power of the person who draws the picture, and of the person who views it,
and leads them to let their creativity fly freely. These things are the fruit of
the creativity and original techniques of these painters, who endeavoured
to create visual images of the Bible. The significance of the depiction of
angels in the pictures is that they evoke; make us conscious of; and activate
the ‘interval between’ for space, time and human beings. The fruit of these
efforts is that a kind of separation is achieved.

6. Afterwords and Future Development of Research

It is interesting to note that the Japanese words kitkan Z8 [ (space),
Jjikan BERE (time), and ningen AR (human being) all contain the Chinese
character that we may read as aida (and also kan, ken or gen) [ , meaning
‘interval,” or simply ‘between.” According to the great researcher of Chinese
characters Shirakawa Shizuka, this character aida is linked to the characters
kiwa (also read sai) [ (edge) and suki (also read geki) P& (gap), and implies
not only ‘a place where gods and humans come into contact’ but also ‘that
which separates or comes between gods and humans.” (17) The fact that
the concept of the ‘interval between’ which I have extracted from the study
of the depiction of angels, a Christian symbol depicted in a purely Western
European way, corresponds to the meaning of the Chinese character aida (as
it is used in Japanese) is of great interest.

In this research, I have focused on the significance of the depiction
of angels in scenes of the Annunciation from fourteenth to sixteenth-
century Italy. However, are these findings applicable to angels depicted in
other themes, or to areas outside Italy, such as Flanders? In addition, my
most ardent wish is to ascertain whether the findings of this research are
applicable to pictorial depictions of angels in the periods that span from
the seventeenth century to the present day. For example, I plan to take as
subject of my research the early twentieth-century artist Paul Klee, whose
great influence is equivalent to that of Fra Angelico, and who is unique in
his depiction of angels and use of pictorial space, in order to investigate the
place of angels in his pictorial space and the role they play there.
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