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look at Christ. . . . A harsh light empha-
sizes the marble’s violently contrasting
veins of porphyry, alabaster, and onyx. It
is all in a glacial coloring. The violent
stiffness of the individuals is intensified
by the geometric abstraction crossing the
implacable vertical and horizontal lines.”

This locates, precisely, everything
with which Leonardo desired to break:
contemplative Greco-Roman symbolism,
dictated by the rigidity of a God exterior
to human creativity. As we shall show,
Leonardo used his genius to mobilize all
the power of perspective invented by the
Ghiberti-Brunelleschi-Donatello team at
the beginning of the century, as well as
the profound philosophy of
Cardinal Nicolaus of Cusa—
in particular, his 1453 work
“On the Vision of God.” In
this way, Leonardo made the
“Last Supper” a true lesson in
metaphysics.

Viewing the Drama

First, he chose the most dra-
matic moment of the story:

“When Jesus had thus
said, he was troubled in spirit,
and testified, and said,‘Verily,
verily. I say unto you, that
one of you shall betray me.’
Then the disciples looked one
on another, doubting of
whom he spoke.”

—Gospel of John 13:21-22
In setting this scene, the

iconography of the Middle
Ages often placed Judas on the opposite
side of the table. But, by placing Judas
among the other disciples, Leonardo
reinforces the dramatic questioning,
provoking the viewer and his free will:
Someone will betray, but who? Perhaps
a disciple; perhaps a monk, taking his
meal in the refectory. Maybe even you,
the viewer. 

In his version of the “Supper,”
Castagno attempted to homogenize the
spatial construction, to unify all the ele-
ments of the composition. Conscious of
all the pitfalls of linear perspective,
Leonardo reverses the procedure of first
projecting the point at infinity, and
using this to then deduce the harmony
of the figures; he places the central van-
ishing point in the center of the face of

Christ [SEE Figure 1], who is himself at
the center of the composition, before
three windows which open on a distant
landscape (this is the principle of the log-
gia, typical of Flemish painting at the
beginning of the Fifteenth century*).

The implications of this choice are
manifold. First, he underlines the notion
of consubstantiation: Jesus is the link
between Heaven and Earth, because he
is the Son of God, become man amongst
men. It is striking that, in Leonardo’s
“Supper,” one identifies Christ immedi-
ately, whereas, in order to find Castag-
no’s portrait of Christ, one must search
among the disciples.

Instead of being static, Leonardo’s
disciples get up, speak, gesture, look at
each other and at Christ, as if they can-
not believe their ears. The movement of
an “invisible fluid” seems to emerge
from a distance, and the arms of Christ
direct this dynamic toward the agitated
organization of the groups of disciples.
Imitating the approach of Castagno, the
whole work was conceived as a trompe
l’oeil: The fresco integrates the actual
space of the refectory, by suggesting a
ray of light coming from the windows
of the left wall [SEE Figure 2], and points
to Leonardo’s successful mastery of

chiaroscuro.
Following, and in opposition to the

“fashion” of his time, Leonardo discards
all arrangements of the architectural ele-
ments, placing the tiling (which was tra-
ditionally placed in front, and thus, at
the base of the painting) on the ceiling
[Figure 1]. The fronting curve which
crowns the central window behind
Christ, magnificently integrates the
structure of the ceiling with the curved
form of the small door below the fresco.

The Vision of Christ

Another phenomenon, independent of
perspective, is that described by Nicolaus

of Cusa in “On the Vision of
God,” apparently drawing
on a painting by his friend
“Roger” (van der Weyden)
in Brussels. A group of
monks stand in a semicircle
around a portrait of the face
of Christ. Since the painter
suggests three dimensions
on a plane surface, the paint-
ing can be viewed in the
same fashion by each monk
in the semicircle. Each has
the illusion that the image
looks at him, and that when
moving, the eyes of Christ
follow him! A mental mech-
anism for organizing space
inserts itself into all percep-
tion. Cusa uses the paradox
of this visual phenomenon,
to introduce a theological

concept: Christ views each in a personal
manner; he establishes this relationship
with all mankind. His love is infinite
and without reserve.

In the “Last Supper,” this love is
expressed by a metaphor; that is, the
vision of Christ. The physical act of
vision which organizes the total space,
coincides with the theological concept of
the divine love that orders the harmony
of Creation. The spectator who compre-
hends the spatial organization of the
painting, partakes thereby in the
encounter with God. Thus, a mirror
effect operates, where Man is elevated to
the living image of the Creator, and we
are brought through our vision to par-
ticipate in Him (capax Dei).

—Karel Vereycken
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FIGURE 2. The fresco suggests light coming from the left-hand windows.

__________

* See the author’s “The Invention of Per-
spective,” Fidelio, Winter 1996 (Vol. V, No.
4), esp. pp. 62-63.
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