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 In any cyclic work, there are three distinct types of narrative: linear narrative, which 

follows the path of the source material, often in chronological order; explicit narrative, which 
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exists within each panel or scene; or implicit narrative, which exists when scenes are read in the 

context of each other.1 While the linear narrative is inherent in any work that attempts a 

chronological telling of a story, the explicit or implicit narrative can be alternatively prioritized 

or subordinated to each other. In the case of Giotto di Bondone's biographical cycles of the 

Virgin and Christ in the Scrovegni Chapel, for most of the cycles' history, they were praised for 

each scene's legibility on its own, or its explicit narrative.2 As scholar James Stubblebine 

notes, “the way in which Giotto chose to reduce the elements [of the narrative] is what gives his 

narrative such dramatic force,” despite not always choosing the “most important” scenes in a 

narrative.3 Giotto is able to make a narrative explicit with fewer scenes because he makes the  

narrative excessively legible and visible in each scene.  However, recent scholarship has begun 

to focus on the narrative implied by the relations of the figures across scenes.4  These narratives 

can come from how figures interact within scenes, or relate to figures in other scenes, along with 

an awareness of historical and social implications. But one source for implied narrative remains 

1 When using the terms explicit and implicit, I mean them in this sense: any explicit narrative can 
be read when looking at a singular panel of either cycle; it is clear simply from the narrative being told in 
that scene on the most basic plot level. When describing an implicit narrative, I mean to suggest that this 
element must be interpreted within the context of at least one other panel, thus each implying something 
about each other’s narratives. 
2 A sampling of scholarship that posits Giotto's prioritizing explicit narrative: John Ruskin, “Giotto 
and His Works in Padua,” The Crayon 2:6 (August 1855), 80-81. Rossiter Howard, “Giotto in Spite of His 
Times: A Philosophy of Decoration More Suitable to the Twentieth Century than to the Renaissance,” Art 
and Progress 5:11 (September 1914), 377-381. Roger Fry, Vision and Design, (New York: Meridian 
Books), 1956.  
3  James H. Stubblebine. “Giotto and the Arena Chapel Frescoes,” in Giotto and the World of Early 
Italian Art: The Arena Chapel and the Genius of Giotto, ed. Andrew Ladis (New York: Garland Publishing 
Inc., 1998), 134
4 A selection of more recent scholarship exploring figural-based implied narratives: Anne Derbes 
and Mark Sandona, The Usurer's Heart: Giotto, Enrico Scrovegni and the Arena Chapel in Padua, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Laura Jacobus, “Giotto's Annunciation in the Arena 
Chapel, Padua,” The Art Bulletin 81:1 (Mar. 1999): 93-107. Andrew Ladis, “The Legend of Giotto's Wit 
and the Arena Chapel,” The Art Bulletin 68:4 (December 1986): 581-596, Eve Frojmovic, “Giotto's 
Circumspection,” The Art Bulletin 89:2 (June 2007): 195-210
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unexplored fully, that of the architecture and scenery in Giotto's cycles. This implicit narrative 

through architecture again exists in two different ways, in the depicted architecture within a 

scene and in the use of the architectural space in the chapel Giotto links and mirrors architectural 

forms and spaces across the cycles both to reinforce existing narratives as well as creating new 

ones based on dichotomies and binaries. 

The depicted architecture5 of the scenes Giotto’s Life of the Virgin and Life of Christ in 

the Scrovegni Chapel exists both in its disparate functions within each framed scene as well as its 

function as part of a decorative whole. Giotto moves away from the “medieval practice of using 

the internal furniture of a building as a whole.”6 His use of the whole architecture firmly plants 

the divine narrative in its earthly function, matching the forms of the fresco with the function 

of Christ's life itself. Though Giotto delineates each scene with a trompe l’oeil gilded frame, 

the architecture’s function within the disunited frame is secondary to its function within the 

fresco cycle as a whole.7 Giotto achieves this subordination of the part to the whole through two 

methods: the basic functions of the medium and situation, and his mirroring and revising of the 

meaning of scenes within the context of other scenes. The medium of fresco and the situation of 

flat, interior chapel wall space work together to be the ideal space for large decorative narrative 

sequence. No area of the chapel is inhabitable to iconography, symbols, or narrative. Of the 

5  “Architecture” in this paper means both the buildings that the figures in the fresco interact with, 
as well as the constructed outside scenery, including rock formations and trees. I conflate these concepts 
in this discussion because in the miniature world of the cycles, as Giotto is the “architect” of the worlds in 
which his figures interact. 
6 John White, “Giotto's Use of Architecture in 'The Expulsion of Joachim' and 'The Entry into 
Jerusalem' at Padua,”  in Giotto and the World of Early Italian Art: The Arena Chapel and the Genius of 
Giotto, ed. Andrew Ladis (New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 1998), 190
7  Bruce Cole suggests in his monograph and commentary on the Scrovegni Chapel that “In a well 
wrought fresco cycle, the individual paintings are all subordinated to the overall decorative scheme,” 
suggesting that Giotto fulfills the highest potential of this medium by emphasizing this subordination and 
using it for his own narrative purposes.  Bruce Cole, Giotto and the Scrovegni Chapel, (New York: George 
Braziller, 1993), 19
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various traditional medieval media, fresco provides not only the economy of time and money, 

but also the highest amount of detail in both figure and scenery depiction, allowing for subtle 

differences between one scene to other. These differences and direct parallels between cycle 

scenes provide the ribs on which an implicit narrative vault will be built. 

Though the story of the lives of the Virgin and Christ are inherently linear 

because they are so grounded in the demanding and prescribed narrative structure, both the 

circulambulatory nature of the chapel’s design and the intimate knowledge by the common 

viewer of the stories allow for a more layered narrative to be provided by Giotto. With entry 

point on all four sides of the chapel, it is unlikely that there was a prescribed order to follow in 

the narrative, as different scenes would be seen first as different times. However, here Giotto's 

explicit narrative helps his implicit narrative. By being legible and clear within each scene, the 

narrative of that scenes encourages a clarity in the context of other scenes. Also, with the 

knowledge by the viewer of the stories, Giotto is able to choose which details, or even whole 

scenes, are included, added, or passed over. There is an assumption, oft mentioned in 

scholarship, that it is unlikely that Giotto chose the overarching narratives of the lives of the 

Virgin and Christ, simply because  he was a layperson and that task would have proscribed to a 

member of the clergy. However, within these broad narratives, it appears that Giotto was 

responsible for choosing which thirty-seven scenes were depicted, and if not that at least the 

positioning and included details of those the scenes8  In these biblical narratives, certain 

elements are prescribed and standardized, specifically the actions of the figures and some of 

8 Michel Alpatoff, “The Parallelism of Giotto's Paduan Frescoes,” in Giotto and the World of Early 
Italian Art: The Arena Chapel and the Genius of Giotto, ed. Andrew Ladis (New York: Garland Publishing 
Inc., 1998), 24
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these actions already have doubling or even tripling, simply in the narrative itself, so that if the 

artist chooses to include these scenes, those panels will at once be connected.  One such example 

is the various arrival in cities scenes.9 Because the action of the story depicted in these scenes are 

very similar to each other, they would be connected by their basic plot, no matter the choices 

made by the artist in how to depict them. The narrative itself provides one layer of linkage 

between these stories, but the elements that are not necessarily described in the gospels or 

meditations that Giotto used as his sources, such as architecture or scenery, allow for more 

nuanced connected between frames of scenes. These architectural connections within Giotto 

exist in three categories: across narratives to show parallels through the different cycles, 

antitheses within a cycle, and of course the narrative value given by the architecture and scenery 

within each frame. These categories overlap and interact with each other. However all three 

categories exist to reinforce the dichotomies created by the narrative--excluded and included, 

secular and divine, evil and good. 

The life of the Virgin sets the tone for the entire decorative scheme. From the first 

scene to The Virgin’s Wedding Procession10, four distinct backgrounds are present in the twelve 

scenes. Firstly, there is the temple, by far the most prevalent in both the scenes and the narrative, 

as seen in The Expulsion of Joachim from the Temple, The Presentation of the Virgin at the 

Temple, and three scenes within the marriage sequence.11 Then there is the barren, rocky exterior 

9  The Meeting at the Golden Gate, The Virgin’s Wedding Procession, The Entry into Jerusalem, as 
well as the antitheses of these scenes, the exit or flight scenes- The Flight from Egypt and The Road to 
Cavalry. 
10 The Virgin’s Wedding Procession is the last scene before The Annunciation, seen as the 
transition between the life cycle of the Virgin and the life cycle of Christ. The life of the Virgin occupies the 
first register of the chapel on both the south and north walls. 
11  John White posits, and this paper works this assumption, that all of the temples in the Life of the 
Virgin are the same, despite visual discrepancies. White, “Giotto's Use of Architecture,” 190

 



 Kearney 6

where Joachim meets his shepherds, sacrifices a lamb to God, and dreams of a visit from an 

angel.12 The final repeated architecture is that of Joachim and Anne’s home, seen in both The 

Annunciation to St. Anne and The Birth of the Virgin. The only architectural form that is not 

repeated in the cycle of the Virgin is the golden gate from the middle transitional scene, The 

Meeting at the Golden Gate. In addition to being the only singular representation of any scene 

from the cycle of the Virgin, the golden gate is the first architectural feature that avoids the label 

of “doll-house” architecture. Firmly planted in the ground, the golden gate does not have the 

illusion of being rolled in on casters, unlike the preceding architectural features. Both the 

singularity and the reality of the Golden Gate emphasizes the centrality of the scene in the cycle. 

The first two scenes of Joachim show his exclusion from the community and the 

architecture and scenery reflect the unwelcoming nature of both the societal setting and the 

natural setting to the old man. But the pair of scenes are framed by tall structures on either outer 

side of the frescoes. In the Expulsion, the tall pulpit reaches the top of the left side of the scenes, 

and in Joachim Among the Shepherds, the high rock to the right extends above the heads of the 

figures. This framing sets the pair of scenes apart from the rest of the cycle. In the Expulsion, 

the perspective and viewing angle allows four figures to be seen--two priests, a young man 

inside the temple and Joachim outside the temple. One priest each is partnered with each secular 

man. Giotto enforces the exclusion of Joachim by choosing not to break the fourth wall of the 

interior chapel. Still the viewing angle of the temple allows for one priest to be seen accepting a 

young man, presumably a father13, as Joachim is being expelled on account of his and his wife's 

12  These paraphrases refer to the scenes: Joachim Among the Shepherds, Joachim’s Sacrifice, 
and The Dream of Joachim.  
13  Stubblebine. “Giotto and the Arena Chapel Frescoes,” 131
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barrenness.  Barrenness is a sin that is frequently contrasted with the virtue of fertility throughout 

the decorative program. Removing the fourth wall in a clearly exterior view of a building is not 

a technique that Giotto avoids, even with this stage of the cycle. Both other views of the temple 

and the views of Joachim and Anne’s home employ the removal of the fourth wall. However, 

the fourth wall remains in the temple, separating the viewer from the included, “sacred,” fertile 

space of the chapel, just like Joachim. Joachim's space, at this point is the narrative, is in the 

excluded, secular and barren tract of farmland where his shepherds tend his large flocks of sheep.

Still though, in the context of The Expulsion of Joachim, the viewer, though in the 

same fictive, visual space as Joachim, is not in same metaphorical space as Joachim. Instead the 

viewer, accepted into the Scrovegni Chapel, shares this space with the fertile, young father who 

is accepted in the temple. In relation to this fresco scene, another panel which depicts an 

acceptance into the temple is The Presentation of the Virgin, a simpler scene emotionally than 

the Expulsion. Scholar Laura Jacobus suggests that the differing viewer locations within the 

chapel would lead to the differences in emotional tension and suggested empathy.14 The 

Expulsion is directly above the ante-choir, a place of privilege in the chapel, very similar from 

where Joachim is being expelled, while the Presentation can be most easlily seen from the nave, 

the traditional entrance for women and children, who was identify with the young virgin 

climbing up the stairs to the temple, an action in which they would have just participated as they 

entered in the chapel. These two scenes show how Giotto can manipulate two similar scenes in 

setting for two different meanings. Where the Expulsion has a complex tension between 

identification with the man of privilege and the hero of the story, the Presentation   remarkably 

14  Laura Jacobus, Giotto and the Arena Chapel, (London: Harvey Miller Publishers), 176
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mirrors the actions of  the intended viewers with the intended  surrogate in the Virgin, without 

the ambiguity or tension.                                                                                                                     

When Joachim returns to his shepherds after he is expelled, the shepherds--though less 

excluding than the priests of the temple--are still separated visually from Joachim as their own 

community with the sheep, while Joachim looks down, defeated. The barren rock formation 

behind Joachim and the shepherds mirrors the structure of the temple.  With the pulpit of the 

temple reaching to the top of the left side of the temple scene and the rock formation extending 

to the top of the shepherds scene, a subtle frame is created around Giotto's most poignant 

exclusion from community scenes. Of course the community of the shepherds is not community 

of which he is a peer, he is their master and they are his servants. Instead, Joachim should be 

apart of the community at the temple, of the wealthy elders. Joachim's wealth is explicit in the 

scenes, with his mantle being borders gold and his ability to employ these shepherds to tend his 

large flocks of sheep. This explicit narrative stills implies something in a larger context. Joachim 

being excluded because of his sin of barrenness, despite his wealth reflects the motivations for 

the commission of the chapel. Enrico Scrovegni, the patron, was son of a usurer condemned to 

hell in Dante's Inferno and usury was a sin based in the proliferation of wealth with the proper 

process of earning it. Making money from money is the antithesis of bearing a child in terms of 

the  So even though both the Scrovegni and Joachim had great wealth, wealth does not inherently 

mean virtuous. Enrico Scrovegni atones for his and his father's sins by commissioning the chapel 

to the Virgin, Joachim earns his inclusion in the community by fathering her. 

Though antithetical and symmetrical ideas, exclusion and inclusion are not given 

equal weight, at least within the Virgin cycle. If the Golden Gate scene is taken as the turning 
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point of the life of the Virgin, transitioning between the lives of Joachim and Anne to the actual 

life of Mary, it seems that exclusion would be present in the first half and inclusion present in the 

second half. However, after the first pair of exclusion scenes, the architecture and narrative of 

Joachim and Anne moves to include them. Anne’s first appearance is in her and Joachim's home 

as an angel appears in a high window to announce the birth of her daughter. Here, Anne is 

included in this holy space and in a much more intimate space with the angel than the later 

Annunciation of Gabriel to Mary. Any element of exclusion in this scene comes from the left 

side, where the young maid, concerned with the earthly activity of spinning thread, on the 

portico, separated by a wall from Anne and the Angel. Here is an example of an explicit 

narrative within each scene, through the architecture. While there is no obstruction between the 

viewer and St. Anne, there is a column supporting the porch above the maid which breaks the 

line of her extended arm, and puts not only a literal structure between the viewer and the maid, 

but also separates viewer and maid into two different metaphorical spaces. This separation is 

repeated with the shut door between the porch where the maid spins and the domicile where St. 

Anne is in dialogue with the angel. Unlike Joachim's Expulsion from the Temple, the fourth wall 

of Anne and Joachim's is removed and thus the viewer does share a metaphorical space with the 

act of the this Annunciation. St. Anne's Annunciation can also in read in architectural context 

with the Annunciation to Mary, as discussed below.

Anne is not the only partner who experiences inclusion before The Golden Gate. 

When Joachim falls asleep among his sheep and dreams of an angel telling of the birth of his 

daughter, the architecture indicates that Joachim is now being accepted. However, the figures, 

the shepherds and the sheep, are not the indicators of inclusion. Instead the architecture indicates 
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acceptance. The scenery of Joachim's Dream and the preceding Joachim Among the Shepherds is 

established as the same through three elements: the shepherds and sheep's presence, the tall rock 

formation on the right side and the shed built into the rock formation. However there are some 

differences, both in the scenery and the interactions between the scenery and the figures, and 

these differences point to the inclusion of Joachim socially and religiously, an acceptance that is 

not provided to him in Joachim's Expulsion from the Temple, or Joachim Among the Shepherds. 

The shepherds remain in a pair, apart from Joachim, but they are now relegated to the outer edge 

of the scene and serve simply to indicate the repetition of the scenery, and to act as audience 

surrogates and interlocutors. Joachim is also moved from his place of isolation into the shed built 

into the rock formation. He is offered protection and acceptance by the architectural form itself. 

Also, the rock formation varies slightly between the two scenes occurring in front of it. In 

Joachim Among the Shepherds, the rock formation extends at the same height across the width of 

the scene, with only the section directly above the shed being higher. But in Joachim's 

Dream, “the gliding movement of the angel is echoed in the descending curve of the hill, which 

leads us to the slumbering figure of Joachim.”15 This drop in the rocks allows for the visual room 

of the trajectory of the announcing angel, entering the scene in the top left corner. Because the 

lack of rocks in this middle third allows for the clear diagonal to be created between the angel, 

the sign of Joachim's religious and social acceptance, and Joachim in the bottom left corner, here 

the lacking of architecture implies a narrative. No longer are the religious, but not divine, figures 

of the temple priests determining the status of Joachim's social inclusion. The angel, and by 

15 Stubblebine, “Giotto and the Arena Chapel Frescoes,” 133
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extension God,16 signals both Joachim's acceptance by the religious community and by the 

divine figures themselves. 

The Meeting at the Golden Gate's placement in the context of the chapel is one of 

transition. The final panel scene of the first set of six, on the north side of the chancel arch. The 

Meeting is the indicator for the viewer to transition to the other side. But this transition does not 

come without an interruption. The Golden Gate is the first panel to have firmly planted 

architecture. Both the temple and Joachim and Anne's house could be described as “doll-house” 

architecture or “stage scenery” which could be rolled on and off the stage of action. However the 

Golden Gate comes out of the ground, connected to the ground it self. Also the faux brickwork 

of the gate makes it appear heavy and solid. Because Anne and Joachim are about to enter the 

architecture, this scene is the direct antithesis of Joachim's Expulsion from the Temple. It speaks 

to the promise of fertility, both through their daughter Mary, but also through the fertile sowing 

of salvation by Christ. The Meeting also is the first example of the couple being full accepted by 

the community, when the women at the gate appearing warm and generous, with exception of 

the mysterious woman in black who shrouds herself. Nevertheless, the architectural form of the 

Golden Gate works within the scene to emphasize the couple's togetherness and fertility, as well 

as their acceptance; it also implicitly contrasts the preceding scenes where Joachim and Anne are 

either excluded from part of the scene or separated from each other, after all their key to social 

acceptance is the result of their fertile marriage. The final implication of this scene is in the 

actions of the viewer. Unlike the preceding scenes which indicate forward motion in line with 

the linear narrative, the Golden Gate is a moment of arrest. Joachim and Anne stop to meet each 

16 God does make an appearance in Joachim's Sacrifice, the scene before Joachim's Dream, as 
the “hand of God” appears disembodied at the top of the scene
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other, even though their eventual movement into the city is implied, just as the viewer would 

stop at the scene as their linear (and narrative) movement is interrupted by the Last Judgment on 

the west wall. Normalcy of the linearity of the narrative is only restored when the viewer 

transverses the chapel to the north side, with the Last Judgment serving as a reminder as the end 

of all these means depicted through the narratives of the chapel. 

In the second half of the Life of the Virgin, no new architecture is introduced and the half  

of the scenes are in the Marriage of the Virgin17 sequence. In all of these second half scenes, the 

architecture links back to what originally occurred in those loci in the first half. The early life of 

the Virgin is an equal balance of formal narrative scenes and Giotto's attempts to extract human 

emotion and drama from the narratives. Still the most important scene in the Virgin's life is again 

one of transition from one side of the chapel to another, and also from one narrative to another. 

The Annunciation to the Virgin is the second annunciation scene in the chapel, though first in 

importance and prominence. Unlike The Annunciation to St. Anne where the announcing angel 

enters Anne's domestic space, in the Virgin's Annunciation, the angel and the Virgin are in two 

separate, but mirrored, rooms that span the chancel arch. It may seem that this separation of the 

announcer and the receiver breaks down the narrative of a message being shared between the 

two. However, certain visual elements and techniques reveal this assumption to be false.  Firstly, 

by choosing to have the duel scene span the east wall, Giotto prioritizes this scene above any 

others in the Virgin cycle, including the Visitation, which appears to the right side of the chancel 

arch, and though it does have relations to its counterpart on the left, to be discussed below, the 

scenes are still distinct from each other.18 Scholar Laura Jacobus suggests the possibility that the 

17 Presentation of the Rods, The Suitors Praying and The Marriage of the Virgin.
18 Derbes and Sandona, “Barren Wombs,” 274 
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angel and the Virgin are “representations of the actors performing the roles of Gabriel and 

Mary,” in a play which would have occurred on the Feast of the Annunciation at the chapel. To 

support this, Jacobus points to the curtains in front of the buildings, the possibility that the figure 

of Mary is wearing a wig to cover up her contemporary hair style and the stage directions of such 

a tableau during the Feast, which would require Mary to stay still and remain looking down.19 

Jacobus' argument reinforces the connectedness of the Virgin and the angel as not be disrupted 

by the chancel arch, as the actors putting on the tableau would be on two different, mirrored 

stages. However, even outside the possible link to the Golden Mass performance art, the Virgin 

and the angel remain in the same visual space of the viewer. Their placement across the chancel 

arch does not require a viewer to follow one scene at a time, like the north and south walls where 

there are multiple levels of division between each scene, even those which are related. Instead, 

what is between the pair is the second largest scene (after The Last Judgment) of The Mission of 

Gabriel, where God gives Gabriel the task of announcing the birth of Christ to Mary. So the 

images between the angel and the Virgin are not frames, or vignettes which divide visually, but 

instead it is the scene which links them in the narrative. In relation to the first annunciation to St. 

Anne, the Annunciation to the Virgin does not take place in an identifiable domestic setting, but 

instead in the direct context of God's mission, thus elevating both the action and the Virgin 

above earthly concerns. Where St. Anne and St. Joachim are accepted by God, the Virgin is 

directly experiencing of his divinity by giving birth to his son and that is reflected the ambiguity 

of the architecture which surrounds her annunciation, thus prioritizing the narrative context over 

the place where the annunciation occurs. 

19 Jacobus, “Giotto's Annunciation,” 94-98
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The Visitation of Mary to Elizabeth, in which the cousins share with each other their 

pregnancies, occurs next in the linear narrative and is directly below Mary's section of the 

Annunciation. The most explored implicit narrative of this scene concerns the figures of Mary 

and Judas as discussed in Anne Derbes and Mark Sandona's article “Barren Wombs and Fruitful 

Metals,” where the figure groupings mirror each other, and Mary's fertile womb is reflected in 

Judas' usurious “womb” when he holds a money bag in front of his abdomen.  However, the 

implications of architectural forms shared between these two scenes are largely ignored by 

Derbes and Sandona. The figure groupings mirror each other with one figure (the devil and the 

woman underneath the architecture) on the far edges, the first pair moving inwards (Judas and 

the high priest, Elizabeth and Mary), and the second, inner pair of unidentified priests and 

women. However, the architecture is not mirrored, so both structures appear on the right side of 

each scene. Another exception to the previously established comparisons is that the architecture 

clearly represents two different settings, both through the depiction of the buildings and their 

context appear so similar. The scene of the Vistiation most likely occurs at Elizabeth's home, or 

at least in a building in her hometown outside of Jerusalem, while the Pact of Judas would 

mostly occur at a temple, or home of a priest, within Jerusalem. So it would seem that in order to 

more explicitly link the settings together, a mirroring affect, as done with the figures, would be 

efficient. However, when looked as apart of the narrative of the whole, the buildings on the right 

side of the scenes serve two very different functions. Since both scenes occur on the chancel arch 

wall, in order to move to the next scene, a corner must be turned and the entire narrative moves 

clockwise from this chancel arch. In the case of the Visitation, the next scene in the narrative 

(The Nativity) is directly to the right of first scene, and Elizabeth's home serves as a visual 
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connecter between the two walls, as it meets at the corner of transition. But The Pact of Judas 

does not have the potential for simple narrative transition and connectedness. In the farthest 

jump of narrative space in the entire chapel, to reach the next scene, The Last Supper, the viewer 

must transverse the chancel arch and move down a row to follow the linear narration. In this 

case, the architecture flush with the right side of the scene creates a visual block between this 

physical jump. Just as in the case of The Meeting at the Golden Gate, the architecture, and 

placement within the chapel's architectural form, encourages the viewer to stop. But unlike The 

Meeting, the setting of The Betrayal is not important or significant. The actions present in the 

scene would be explicit with or without the background temple. Instead, this architecture serves 

almost exclusively to block the movement of the viewer, working against the physical movement 

that the viewer has to make to continue the narrative.   

The Massacre of the Innocents is peculiar in a variety of ways in the context of the other 

scenes of the Scrovegni Chapel. Some of these elements which distinguish it within the narrative 

come directly from the sources, such as being one of the only scenes (along with The Pact of 

Judas) which lacks Christ's presence, implicit or direct. Also, concerning the architecture,  The  

Massacre, while not the only scene to occur explicitly outside, is the only scene to feature a 

group of buildings surrounding a palazzo like area, reinforcing the destroyed sense of 

community in Herod's massacre, since the area depicted is a public, secular space. Still, what 

most emphatically distinguishes this scene from the others is the direction of movement. The 

majority of figures, including Herod, his soldiers, the mothers and the children are stagnant, 

based around the center of the scene. However, three soldiers shrink away from the massacre, to 

the left of the scene, in the opposite direction of both the figures in all the other scenes, and the 
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viewers, who move perpetually to the right. Unlike the other sinister scenes, which all lead 

directly to the salvation of mankind through the means of Christ's sacrifice, The Massacre is a 

complete subversion of good as it depicts the innocent killing a generation. In addition, the 

architectural form in the background recalls the octagonal shape of a baptistery, as in Florence, 

where traditionally the “innocents” are baptized.20 This irony emphasizes the disjunction 

between those who are baptized to become innocent, which comes through Christ's sacrifice, and 

those innocent are killed without the opportunity for salvation.

Another interpretation of the movement away from the center of the action, and the 

directional movement of the chapel ambulation comes from Jacobus and is based around spatial 

architecture. When in its vertical context  with The Meeting at the Golden Gate above and The 

Mocking of Jesus, the shrinking away of the  soldiers in the Massacre is an act of compassion. 

This movement is “a unique departure from the traditional iconography” of this scene, 21 and this 

deviation may be apart of this vertical iconography. The Meeting at the Golden Gate concerns 

itself with charity with two figures, the transient wayfarer on the far left, with his empty basket, 

and the widow in black below the Golden Gate's arch. Joachim and Anne's charity, the very 

opposite of avarice and usury, is a clear virtue in the source narratives of apocryha. In the scene 

below, The Mocking of Christ, a single bearded man turns his face away the mocking, even 

though he is not participating in the legal discussion. Also, though the paint as chipped away, it 

appears as though his hands are clasped in prayer, a sure sign of compassion and empathy.

In some cases, the architecture itself does not change but instead its context among the 

figures change, creating a different narrative. In The Entry into Jerusalem and The Road to 

20 Stubblebine, “Giotto and the Arena Chapel Frescoes,” 139. 
21 Jacobus, “Giotto and the Arena Chapel,” 185
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Calvary, the singular architectural form for both scenes is the gate into Jerusalem. However, the 

gate appears on the right side of the scene in The Entry and the left side of the scene in The 

Road. Firstly, this allows for the general movement of the scenes to continue left to right, just as 

the viewer of the chapel would walk. However, the narrative meaning of this expands beyond the 

ambulation of subject and viewer. The Entry and The Road are the effective beginning and end 

of one sequence in the Life of Christ: the passion, as before The Entry is the sequence of 

miracles and after The Road, Christ's crucifixion and resurrection begin.22 Thus the gate provides 

an interior frame for this sequence of narrative, emphasizing the narrative arc, hinging on Judas' 

betrayal of Christ. The fact that Christ is leaving the city, once again brings up the motif of 

exclusion. Just as Joachim in the Temple, Christ is visually isolated. However, unlike Joachim, 

Christ is not granted a redemptive moment of inclusion. After Christ's passion, his divinity and 

sacrifice are made clear, thus breaking the link of surrogacy available to the medieval viewer in 

Christ. But still, the direction of movement is the same for both viewer and subject. 

Nevertheless, with Christ's positioning on the right hand side of the scene in The Road, as well as 

the rest of the scenes in the narrative that might constitute movement, the connection may not be 

broken but shifted. The viewer no longer finds a surrogate in Christ, but instead a leader, 

perpetuates movement towards the ultimate of salvation: The Last Judgment. The architectural 

differences in The Road to Calvary reinforces this shift in the role of Christ in relation to the 

chapel's viewers and participants 

There are two meal scenes in which architecture plays an important role as related to the 

viewers participation in the scene. The Last Supper and The Pentecost are similar in their source 

22 Cole, Giotto and the Scrovegni Chapel, 105
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narrative on how to be depicted, as both are a meal shared between Christ and his disciples. 

Giotto distinguishes the two scenes with architecture. The Last Supper occurs in an unassuming 

room, but is a good example of the development of Giotto's skill in depicting architecture. The 

Last Supper is an interior space, without the need for exterior constructs to validate the 

perspective (as is the case of the first interior The Annunciation to St. Anne). The Last 

Supper “fills up the entire width of the picture space...[and] the front of the structure is shifted 

ever so slightly out of plumb with the picture plane so that the oblique angle of the entire 

building yields an even greater sense of depth.”23 An interior painted like an interior, instead of 

an exterior with a wall removed allows for a more intimate and participatory viewing of the 

narrative. A participation is particularly appropriate and expected with the scene which depicts 

the predecessor of the Eucharist, or communion, the act which most directly links the laypeople 

to the doctrine of the church. In contrast, the scene of The Pentecost, almost reverts back to the 

doll-house architecture of earlier scene. Of course, all the figures are within the interior, so a full 

fourth wall would be impractical, so instead columns break the visual space of the narrative and 

actual space of the viewer. Unlike The Last Supper, which relies on participation of the viewer 

for the completion of the act, The Pentecost is once again exclusionary. The disciples are given 

the task of spreading the teachings of Christ and the full participation of the laypeople is not 

required for the fulfillment of that task. 

When a visual narrative is as repeated and as well known as The Life of the Virgin and 

The Life of Christ, any attempt to distinguish or add to layers of narrative must be unique and 

innovative. What Giotto does with the Arena Chapel is provide multiple innovations in visual 

23 Stubblebine, “Giotto and the Arena Chapel Frescoes,” 155
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story-telling. Instead of relying just on the linear narrative from his sources, Giotto manipulates 

the potential for depictions of the narrative through implicit narrative. Architecture provides the 

freest influence because within the source narrative when details of architecture are proscribed, 

they are trivial and when they are ignored by the artist, they do not preclude correct 

interpretation of setting. So architecture can be manipulated a great amount without destroying 

the legibility of the narrative. Also, the spatial architectural connections can be created with 

detailed planning, without disrupting the narrative whatsoever. Thus architectural connections, 

though largely overlooked by scholarship in the context of the chapel, provide some of the most 

compelling implicit narratives, while not disrupting the linear narrative, which is required for 

legibility of the story for the viewer. 
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