
6th century Asia Minor / Mesopotamia

The Presentation of the Head of John 
the Baptistat the Banquet of Herod.
At right: WƻƘƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ 
decapitated body left behind in the 
prison.  The scene is flanked by the busts 
of Moses and David, who hold scrolls 
with prophesies of martyrdom.

Codex Sinopensis, folio 10 verso,  
Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris, 
Manuscrits occidentaux, suppl. grec 1286

This page in the Sinope Gospels is 
one of the earliest representations 
of the death of St. John the Baptist.  
The proto-Byzantine style indicates a 
6th-century painter in 
Constantinople, Syria or 
Mesopotamia.

The Sinope miniature does not display 
any of the iconographical motifs in 
/ŀǊŀǾŀƎƎƛƻΩǎ Beheading, 1608.  The 
bluish figure with pointing lines on the 
wall has been interpreted as a sundial. 
The rare subject of WƻƘƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜǎ 
finding his body is the antecedent of 
the subject of the Burial of St. John the 
Baptist.  ҩ

Herod's banquet, and the burial of 
St. John the Baptist, 1262, T'oros
Roslin Gospels, Walters Art Gallery, 
Baltimore, Maryland.

The Albero of the Iconographyof the Beheadingof St John the Baptist 
by Caravaggio, 1608. 

By John T. Spike, 28 May2021



c. 1190 Canton Grisons, Switzerland

The Beheading of John the Baptistand the 
Banquet of Herod with the dance of 
Salome

Fresco, Saint John Abbey, Müstair, Canton of 
Grisons, Switzerland.

The Benedictine abbey in Val Müstair in 
the Alps was founded by Charlemagne in 
c. 775.   This Romanesque fresco is curved 
in a small apse, part of an extensive cycle 
completed at the end of the 12th century.  

At left: the prison is seen as a castle tower 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀǊǊŜŘ ŘƻƻǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ WƻƘƴΩǎ 
headless body falls out.  The executioner 
holds up his sword.  His other hand lowers 
ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōƻǿƭ ƘŜƭŘ 
by a servant.

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

3. Archedportal of the prison

7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ



Capital with the 
Beheadingof St 
John the Baptist 
and the Banquet
of Herod, Sauve-
MajeureAbbey, 
Gironde

1230 La Sauve, Bordeaux, France

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

2. Barredprisonwindow 

7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜŎƪ



1240-1300 Baptistery, Florence

Battistero di San Giovanni, Firenze, designedby an unidentifed
Florentinepainter

Pullshair; 
prisonbarredwindow.

Antecedentsfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

2. Barredprisonwindow 
3 Archedportal of the prison
8. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ



1329-1336  Florence

Beheadingof St John the Baptist.

Andrea Pisano (1329-1336), two  bronze, 
quadrilobed relief sculptures  on the south 
door of the Baptistery in Florence, ca. 
1330-1336.

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

2. Barredprisonwindow 

8. Execution in the street in front of the prison.

ҧSt. John the Baptist 
Visited in Prison by his 
Disciples. 



Baronzio, Giovanni (Rimini, c. 1320 ς
1350), Beheadingof St John the 
Baptist and the Banquetof Herod, 
1330 35, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York.

c. 1320 ς1350 Rimini

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisonwindow 



Giovanndel Biondo (Florence, doc. 1356 to 1398), Beheadingof John 
the Baptist, panel from the St John the Baptist, formerly the altarpiece
in the the Ginorichapel in the church of San Lorenzo in Florence, Uffizi

1365-1370 Florence

Antecedentfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisonwindow 

7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ



Lorenzo Monaco, Beheading 

of St John the Baptist and the 

Banquet of Herod, 1380-90, 

Louvre, Paris

1380-1390  Florence

Antecedentsfor two motifs in 

Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisondoor



Tomasino da Vimercate, attributed to, (activeMilan, c. 1390ς
1415), Beheadingof St John the Baptist, c. 1410, V&A 
Museum, London. 

This cut-out initial came from a larger liturgical manuscript.

c. 1410 Milan

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood

2. Barredprisonwindow 



Masaccio, Beheadingof St John the Baptist, 1426, pala di Pisa, Berlin

1426 Florence

Antecedentsfor five motifs in Caravaggio 1608

2. Barredprisonwindow

5. Jailercommandsthe executioners

7. An executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜŎƪ

8. Execution in the street in front of the prison.

9. WƻƘƴΩǎred garmentisa symbol of martyrdom



BernatMartorell (1390ς1452) wasan important Late Gothicpainter in 
Catalonia.  ThisBeheadingof St John the Baptist, 1435-1445, Museu
Nacionald'Art de Catalunya, Barcelona, is from the predella of an 
altarpieceof the two SaintsJohn. The facesof the Executionerand of 
Herodhavebeenscratchedout.

1435-1445 Catalonia

Antecedentsfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ

https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/1390


1435 Castiglione Olona, Lombardy

Masolino Da Panicale, Beheadingof John The Baptist. 1435. 
Baptisteryof San Giovanni Battista, Castiglione Olona.

Antecedentsfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

9. WƻƘƴΩǎred garmentisa symbol of martyrdom



Sano di Pietro (1405-1481), Beheadingof St. John the Baptist, c. 1447, 
Pushkin Museum, Moscow

1447 Siena

Antecedentsfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

9. WƻƘƴΩǎred garmentisa symbol of martyrdom



Spanish (Catalan) Painter, Beheading of Saint John the Baptist, 

Mid-15th century, c. 1450,  Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC. 

c.1450 Catalonia

Antecedentsfor four motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof Blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

7. Executionerholdsthe hair of the .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎhead 

12. Executionergivesthe .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎhead to Salome*



1455ς1460 Siena

DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ Řƛ tŀƻƭƻΣ  ҧ
John the Baptist visitedin 
Prisonby hisdisciples,

Beheadingof St John the 

Baptist,                             Ҧ
Art Institute of Chicago

Antecedentsfor three motifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

11. Rope or chain on the façade of the prison



c.1455 

Rogiervan der Weyden 
(1399ς1464), 
Beheading of St John 
the Baptist, panel from 
Altarpiece of Saint 
John, c. 1455, 
Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.

Rogiervan der Weyden and early 
Netherlandish painting. 

Antecedentsfor sixmotifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood
3. Archedportal with rusticatedquoins
7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ
8. Execution in the street in front of the prison.
фΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ǊŜŘ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǘȅǊŘƻƳΦ
12. Executionergivesthe .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎhead to Salome

/ƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ƴŜȄǘ ǇŀƎŜΧ 



c.1455 

The Saint John Triptych, c. 1454, and his earlier altarpiece ,the Mary or 
ΨaƛǊŀŦƭƻǊŜǎΩ ¢ǊƛǇǘȅŎƘΣ ŎΦ мпотΣ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Rogier
ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ϥŀǊŎƘ ƳƻǘƛŦΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŀŎǊŜŘ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ inside 
an arch or doorway that resembles a church portal. The arch was first 
fully developed as a symbol of sanctity in Netherlandish painting by 
Rogiervan der Werden, followed by Petrus Christus and DiericBouts.  It 
was eventually replaced by more naturalistic tendencies, but then also 
revived as a deliberate archaism in the Renaissance. 

K.M. Birkmeyer, 'The Arch Motif in Netherlandish Painting of  the 
Fifteenth Century', Art Bulletin 43, 1961.

The arch-motif in the Miraflorestriptychsby 
Rogiervan der Weyden 

Saint John Triptych, c. 1455, Gemaldegalerie, Berlin. 

Mary or óMirafloresô Triptych, c. 1437, Gemaldegalerie, Berlin. 



Juan de Flandes
(1450-1519), 
Beheadingof St John 
the Baptist, Musée 
d'art et d'histoire di 
Ginevra, c.1496.

c. 1496 Hispano-Flemish

Antecedentsfor sixmotifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

3. Archedportal with rusticatedquoins

4. Window with a spectator

9. WƻƘƴΩǎred garmentisa symbol of martyrdom

12. Executionergivesthe .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎhead to Salome



c.1508 Germany

Lukas Cranach, Beheadingof St John the Baptist, 
c. 1508, British Museum

Antecedentsfor two motifs in Caravaggio 1608

6. Spectatorsare dividedinto separate groups of 

women and men

8. Executionin the street



1510 Germany

AlbrectDurer,  Beheadingof St John the Baptist, 1510, woodcut.

Antecedentsfor sixmotifs in Caravaggio 1608

1. Fountainof blood

2. Barredprisonwindow

6. Spectatorsare dividedinto separate groups of women and men

7. Executioner holdsǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ

8. Execution in the street in front of the prison.

12. Executionergivesthe .ŀǇǘƛǎǘΩǎhead to Salome



, 1512

1512 Regensburg, Bavaria, Germany

Albrecht Altdorfer (c. 1480 -- 1538), Beheadingof St John the Baptist, 
1512, woodcut, British Museum, London.

Altdorfer 1512 continuesnextǇŀƎŜΧ 


