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Introduction

Previewing this book?

Please check out our enhanced preview, which offers a deeper look at this guidebook.

Travel guidebooks for the ultra curious, Approach Guides reveal a destination’s essence by exploring 
a compelling aspect of its cultural heritage: art, architecture, history, food or wine.

Painted onto the walls of monastic dining rooms in the 14th-16th centuries, Florence’s Last Supper 
frescoes were designed to inspire contemplation on the Christian faith’s greatest mysteries. Still well 
preserved and quickly toured on any visit to the city, they hold much of their original magic. They are 
yours to uncover.

What’s in this guidebook

• A tour that goes deeper. Following our tradition of being the most valuable resource for 
culture-focused travelers, we provide a detailed tour of nine of Florence’s most important Last 
Supper frescoes executed over a 250-year period by artists Gaddi, Orcagna, Ghirlandaio, 
Castagno, Perugino, Franciabigio, Sarto and Allori. The tour walks you through the highlights, 
aided by high-resolution images and a discussion that ties it all together.

• The influence of Leonardo’s Last Supper. We also profile Leonardo da Vinci’s iconic 
Last Supper fresco in Milan (1496-1498), pointing out how its innovations went on to shape 
later Florentine representations. Since Leonardo’s work occurs roughly at the midpoint of our 
timeline of reference, we can assess frescoes before and after its completion, clearly discerning 
its impact.

• Advice for getting the best cultural experience. To help you plan your visit, this guide-
book offers logistical advice and provides links to online resources. Plus, we provide our per-
sonal tips for getting the most from your experience while on location.

• Information the way you like it. As with all of our guides, this book is optimized for intui-
tive, quick navigation; information is organized into bullet points to make absorption easy; 
and images are marked up with text that explains important features.

Contact us anytime

Our readers are our greatest inspiration. Email us at founders@approachguides.com to let us know 
about your experience with Approach Guides — many of our recent updates have been inspired by 
customers like you. We personally respond to every email.

We hope you enjoy what we believe is a totally unique guide to one of Florence’s magnificent contri-
butions to the world of art.

Have a great trip!

http://aprch.us/prev-last-suppers
http://aprch.us/florence-map-frescoes
http://aprch.us/florence-map-frescoes
mailto:founders%40approachguides.com?subject=Feedback%20on%20Approach%20Guides%20-%20Florence%20Last%20Suppers


David and Jennifer Raezer
Founders, Approach Guides 
www.approachguides.com

Continuing Travel in Italy
If you are continuing on to other cities in Italy, see our complete catalog of Italy guidebooks.

http://www.approachguides.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://aprch.us/ag-italy
http://aprch.us/ag-italy
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—

My children, I will be with you only a little longer. 
You will look for me, and just as I told the Jews, 

so I tell you now: Where I am going, you cannot come. 
A new command I give you: Love one another. 

As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 

if you love one another.”

—

Jesus to his apostles at the Last Supper, 
according to the Gospel of John 13:33-35.
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The Narratives

Background

According to the Christian gospels, the Last Supper (l’Ultima Cena in Italian) was the last meal Jesus 
shared with his apostles before his crucifixion. It was likely a Passover seder meal, undertaken in ac-
cordance with Jewish tradition, that is believed to have occurred on Mount Zion, just south of the Old 
City of Jerusalem.

There are two critical events that occurred at the meal that Last Supper representations aim to com-
municate: the institution of the eucharist and the announcement of the betrayal. They are the stories 
the frescoes tell. While some Last Suppers appear to emphasize one story over the other, most leave 
the narrative focus open, presenting elements of both. We summarize the key points of each narrative 
below, so that you can look for signs of each in the Last Supper tour that follows.

Institution of the Eucharist

The event

• According to the gospels. The details of the event are communicated via four New Testa-
ment passages: Matthew 26:26-28, Mark 14:22-24, Luke 22:19-20, 1 Corinthians 11:23-25.
The Gospel of Matthew reads:

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, 
he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat; this is my body.” 

Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, 
he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood 

of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
I tell you, I will not drink from this fruit of the vine from now on 

until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.”

• Jesus as redeemer. The eucharistic conversion of wine into blood and bread into body is
the central religious theme of the Last Supper, revealing Jesus’ role as a redeemer who will
open the gateway to heaven for the faithful. It forms the central feature of the Christian rite.

PREVIE
W

 

COPY

http://aprch.us/jerusalem-map-last-supper
http://aprch.us/bible-matthew-26
http://aprch.us/bible-mark-14
http://aprch.us/bible-luke-22
http://aprch.us/bible-1-corinthians-11


Fig. 1. Institution of the eucharist [Franciabigio’s Last Supper at Convento della Calza].

How to spot it in Florence’s frescoes

• Jesus’ actions. Jesus raises his hand in blessing or points to a glass of wine or bread, as if 
speaking of the eucharistic conversion (Fig. 1).

• Apostles’ reactions. The apostles appear lost in thought, confusion or wonder as they con-
template the significance of the eucharist and what it means for future salvation.

• Symbols. Overt symbols — such as the peacock — are used to convey Jesus’ role as savior of 
humanity through his death and subsequent resurrection.

Announcement of the Betrayal

The event

• According to the gospels. Jesus’ announcement of his betrayal is recounted in the four 
evangelists’ New Testament gospels: Matthew 26:21-25, Mark 14:17-21, Luke 22:21-23 and 
John 13:21-30. The Gospel of Matthew reads:
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Fig. 6. Dual narratives, Leonardo’s Last Supper. Highlights added.

Narrative Ambiguity

• The betrayal narrative. Conventional wisdom has it that Leonardo chose to capture the 
moment immediately after Jesus’ announcement of the betrayal: Jesus’ hand on the left side 
of the fresco reaches toward the same bowl as Judas (Fig. 6) and several apostles appear as if 
they might be pleading their innocence. 

• ... but also the eucharistic narrative. However, as with many of the Last Suppers we will 
encounter on our tour, it seems equally plausible that it reflects the eucharistic conversion of 
wine into blood and bread into body: Jesus’ hand on the right side, the focus of his gaze, points 
at a wine glass and bread (Fig. 6) and the apostle James the Greater seems awestruck at the 
display.  

Further, the depiction might actually not represent a snapshot in time, but rather a time lapse, for 
many expressions appear to convey chain reactions associated with each narrative.
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Fig. 7. Symbolism, Leonardo’s Last Supper. Highlights added.

Symbolism

Jesus’ dual nature

The left and right sides of the fresco carry symbolic associations that reveal Jesus’ dual nature.

• Left side as death. The left side of the painting is symbolically associated with death (Fig. 
7): Jesus’ hand on the left side faces downward, extending toward the blood red-colored wine; 
Jesus’ red robe shows on the left side, symbolic of his mortal nature, the part that must die 
to bring salvation to humanity; the color of the left wall is appreciably darker, devoid of life-
sustaining light.

• Right side as everlasting life. By contrast, the right side carries associations with eternal 
life (Fig. 7): Jesus’ hand on the right side faces upward, extending toward the bread of life; his 
blue robe sits on the right shoulder, symbolic of his eternal nature; the color of the right wall 
is much brighter, receiving light from the heavens above.

Both sides — death and life — fuse at the center of the painting in the figure of Jesus, revealing his 
dual nature as both man and god, sacrifice and savior.

Directional momentum

The fresco further conveys a left-to-right, upward momentum, consistent with Jesus’ hand position-
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Last Supper Fresco Tour

Fig. 11. Last Supper fresco itinerary, Florence. See in Google Maps.

Our Last Supper tour itinerary follows chronological order — listed below with location, artist and 
date of execution — so as to make the stylistic transformation easier to recognize (Fig. 11). We have 
marked our favorite Last Suppers with asterisks (*).

1. Santa Croce by Taddeo Gaddi (1335-1340) *
2. Santo Spirito by Orcagna (unknown, but likely 1350s or 1360s)

Stylistic break: Gothic to Renaissance style

3. Sant’Apollonia by Andrea del Castagno (1445-1450) *
4. Ognissanti by Domenico Ghirlandaio (1480) *
5. San Marco by Domenico Ghirlandaio (1482)
6. Fuligno Conservatory by Perugino (1493-1496) *

Stylistic break: Leonardo’s Last Supper in Milan (1496-1498)

7. Convento della Calza by Franciabigio (1514)
8. San Salvi by Andrea del Sarto (1519-1526/27) *
9. Santa Maria del Carmine by Alessandro Allori (1582)
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3. Sant’Apollonia by Castagno *

Overview

• Painted: 1445-1450.
• Artist: Andrea del Castagno (1421-1457).
• Style: Renaissance.
• Location: Museo del Cenacolo di Sant’Apollonia (Via XVII Aprile, 1). See #3 in Google Maps.
• Visiting hours: Open every day from 8.15am - 1:50pm. Closed on the 2nd and 4th Monday 

and 1st, 3rd and 5th Sunday of each month. Confirm times on museum website.

Fig. 16. Castagno’s crucifixion and Last Supper. Highlights added.
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Design and Organization

This is the first Renaissance style Last Supper in Florence and a very powerful one.

• Last Supper raised to equal status with crucifixion. For the first time, the crucifixion 
scene has lost its dominance, as the Last Supper has assumed an equivalent share of the space 
on the wall (Fig. 16). Further, the crucifixion is accompanied on the upper wall by two flank-
ing depictions: the entombment and the resurrection. The inclusion of these two incremental 
scenes humanizes Jesus, consistent with Renaissance thinking.

• Coherent architectural space. Also consistent with the Renaissance style, the table and 
apostles sit in a well-rendered architectural niche (Fig. 16). It is also worth noting that Castagno 
is the only artist before Leonardo to employ a rectangular table with apostles at the ends, a 
design that affords both simplicity and depth (Fig. 17).

Fig. 17. Castagno’s Last Supper.

Primary Stylistic Features
• Minimal interaction. While the poses of the individual figures are powerful, the apparent 

interaction among figures is minimal and their silhouettes remain largely discrete; they are 
rendered as a series of individuals rather than parsed into cohesive groups (Fig. 17). We will 
see this change in post-Leonardo Last Suppers.

• Bright colors. The color palette is brighter, sharper and more vibrant than in other depic-
tions, before and after (Fig. 17).

• Dual narrative. Like most of Florence’s Last Suppers, the specific narrative is ambiguous. It 
can be read as both the institution of the eucharist and the revelation of a traitor. Favoring a 
eucharistic reading, Jesus elevates his right hand in the gesture of blessing (Fig. 18) and some 
apostles appear to be contemplating the profound mystery (Fig. 19). A betrayal reading is sup-
ported by Judas’ highlighted position (Fig. 18), the less prominent position afforded to bread 
and wine in front of Jesus (somewhat faded now) and what appear to be facial expressions of 
pleading for innocence and disappointment in some apostles.
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• Lightning bolt. A “lightning bolt” in the painted marble panel behind the apostles indicates 
the figure of Judas, and with it, the shock of Jesus’ revelation of his future betrayal (Fig. 18).

Fig. 18. Castagno’s Last Supper, close up. Highlights added.

• Sculptural rendering. The figures are extremely sculptural in form (Fig. 18 and Fig. 19). 
Castagno was highly influenced by the sculptor Donatello (1386-1466).

• Three-dimensionality. Castagno further employs extreme foreshortening, affording the 
figures great depth and three-dimensionality. For a great example of his masterly foreshorten-
ing technique, see the figure of apostle Thomas on the left with his hand on his chin (Fig. 19); 
the expertly-rendered golden halo completes the aesthetic.
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Fig. 19. Castagno’s Last Supper, with Thomas’ hand raised to his chin.

Pre-Leonardo Checklist

To review, for the most part, Castagno’s pioneering fresco displays classic pre-Leonardo features.

• Judas is on the opposite side of the table.
• John is asleep. For the logic underlying John’s sleeping depiction, see the section entitled 

“Leonardo’s Innovations.”
• Hand gestures remain generally reserved, as there is greater reliance on facial expressions to 

convey thoughts and emotions.
• All figures are sitting.
• There is no clustering of apostles.

There is one exception to the pre-Leonardo framework, however: Castagno uses a rectangular table 
with apostles at the end (Fig. 16), an arrangement that would later be embraced by Leonardo.
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Continuing Travel in Italy

If you are continuing on to other cities in Italy, see our complete catalog of Italy guidebooks.

http://aprch.us/ag-italy
http://aprch.us/ag-italy


Italy Reading List

We’ve re-imagined the travel reading list for those seeking more rewarding and fulfilling experiences 
around the world. Explore our collection of “Trip Reads” — expertly-curated print books, ebooks, 
magazine articles, papers from leading academics, online resources, music, podcasts, videos and 
more.

Here are just a few of our Italy recommendations (see the complete list):

• Innocents Abroad A refreshing and funny travel narrative based on Mark Twain’s writings 
from his 1867 steamship voyage to Europe, Egypt and the Holy Land. By Mark Twain.

• “Man, The Drinker” The uncovering of an ancient tomb, the Midas Tumulus, in central 
Turkey at the ancient site of Gordion, sparks Patrick McGovern’s exploration of the origins of 
wine. By Trey Popp.

• The Sounds of Italy Listen to a personal collection of Italian tracks — heavily weighted to Ne-
apolitan classics — compiled by our founder, Jennifer Raezer. The perfect pre-trip soundtrack.

• The Legend of Old Befana Just for kids! Delightful Italian Christmas legend about a busy 
old woman and her search for the Child King. By Tomie dePaola.

We encourage you visit tripreads.com to get our Trip Reads for Italy and other destinations through-
out the world. Enjoy your travels!

http://www.tripreads.com/italy/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/italy/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/italy/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook


ABOUT APPROACH GUIDES

Travel guidebooks for the ultra curious

• Exclusive focus on cultural sites. Currently available for over 60 destinations worldwide,
Approach Guides are focused exclusively on providing deep insight into your destination’s
best cultural sites and experiences.

• Designed for digital. Guidebooks are designed from the ground up for digital, the ideal
format for today’s traveler.

• More interactive and visually oriented. High-resolution images — maps, photos, floor
plans, and illustrations — are often marked up with text to ease identification of key architec-
tural and artistic elements.

• Organized to make touring easy. Featuring bullet points and fast navigation, Approach
Guides make it effortless to absorb key themes and follow the itinerary.

• Advice for getting the best cultural experience. To help with planning, guidebooks of-
fer logistical advice and provide links to online resources. Plus, we provide our personal tips
for getting the most from your experience while on location.

• Free updates. All guidebooks are marked with version numbers; when we update a guide-
book, existing customers can easily download the update for free.

Contact
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Email us at founders@approachguides.com.

Praise

Compulsive (and compulsively informed) travelers, the Raezers are the masterminds behind 
the downloadable Approach Guides, which are filled with a university course-worth of history 
and insights for 62 destinations worldwide. Why we love it. The Raezers share our desire for 
deep, well-researched information on the wonders of the world.

Travel + Leisure

What started as one couple’s travel notes aimed at filling in the gaps in guidebooks has become 
ApproachGuides.com — a menu of downloadable travel guides that cover cultural and histori-
cal topics of interest to thoughtful travelers. What’s hot: Bite-sized travel guides that special-
ize in topics ranging from ... the foods of Italy to one that helps you explore the historical and 
architectural significance of Angkor’s famous temple structures in Cambodia.

Los Angeles Times
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Join Our Email List!

Join our email list
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More from Approach Guides

Guidebooks for the ultra curious, Approach Guides has more than 40 guides to the world’s greatest cultural sites. 
Italy | France | Spain | Turkey | Jordan | Israel | Morocco | India | Sri Lanka | Myanmar | Cambodia | Thailand | Java | 

Japan | Australia | New Zealand | Guatemala & Honduras | Chile | Argentina | New York City 
(www.approachguides.com)

Your wine shop companion, the Approach Guides Wine app is the definitive guide to the world’s wines. 
Wine App for iPhone and iPad 
(wine.approachguides.com)

Trip Reads recommends the best sources of information — books, articles, videos, music and web resources — for 
getting to know the world’s greatest travel destinations. 

Travel Reading Lists 
(www.tripreads.com)
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