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The San Damiano Cross 
Source of Perfect Joy 
 
 

Coming in to the presence of the San Damiano Cross  
 

Saint Bonaventure places the incident of Saint Francis 
and the San Damiano Cross in the context of the 
bridegroom and his bride by simply writing “… one day 
when Francis went out to meditate in the fields, he walked 
near the church of San Damiano…”1 This text from 
Genesis 24:63 tells the story of when Isaac the son of 
Abraham and Sarah first met his beautiful bride Rebekah. 
The text of Genesis reads, “Now Isaac went walking in 
the fields as evening fell, and looking up saw camels 
approaching. And Rebekah looked up and saw Isaac.” 
This romantic approach to the story is so typical of the 
Seraphic Doctor. He reminds us to be careful as we 
approach the San Damiano Crucifix that we have a spirit 
of prayer and devotion before we begin to read this most 
precious icon and allow it to speak to us and reveal its 
riches. 
 
 

 
 

 
The Cross Speaks 

 
Saint Francis went to the little chapel of San Damiano to pray. As he knelt in prayer, he heard the Lord’s 
voice speaking to him from the cross: “Francis, go repair my Church, which you see is falling into 
ruins.” He was so astonished at the voice that he immediately set about repairing the small chapel. When 
he ran out of stones, he went begging for them all over the town.  

 
Very soon other men came to join him in rebuilding the ancient chapel which was in ruins. These became 
his followers and Saint Francis called them the Order of Friars Minor. He taught the friars to say this 
prayer when in front of the Blessed Sacrament or a Cross: 

 
We adore you, O Christ, 

here and in all your churches 
 throughout the whole world, 

and we bless you, 
because, by your Holy Cross,  
you have redeemed the world.  

 
Cf.1Cel 45 

  

                                                
1 The Major Legend of Saint Francis Chapter 2 
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The Chapel of San Damiano 

It is called the San Damiano Cross simply because it was originally from that little chapel, which is just a 
short distance outside the walls of the town of Assisi. The Convent dates from 1030 when it was a small 
Benedictine priory. We do not know who painted the cross, but there are some similar crosses, painted 
during this time, none as beautiful as the San Damiano Cross. We best we can do to identify its source is 
to say that it was made by an unknown Umbrian artist, in the twelfth century, who may have been a 
Syrian monk since according to references there were Syrian monks living in the area at the time.  
 

The Cross  
 

The San Damiano Cross is one of the largest icons ever painted. It is made from the wood of a walnut 
tree. After it was built into its unique shape, a linen cloth was glued to the wood and wrapped around 
over the edges and then nailed2 on the front and fixed on the side with a wooden frame that has been 
painted with what looks like seashells.  
 
The San Damiano cross is about 190cm high, 120cms wide and 12cms thick. It was most probably 
painted specifically for the chapel of San Damiano to hang centrally behind the altar.  
 
When Saint Clare joined Saint Francis in his way of life, he ultimately sent her and her sister Saint Agnes 
to live at San Damiano, where he had also built a little convent. For 41 years the cross was with Saint 
Clare and her sisters. After the death of Saint Clare, in 1253 the sisters left San Damiano in 1257 to live 
inside the town walls of Assisi in the big convent attached to the Basilica of Saint Clare. This was also 
the place of San Giorgio where Saint Francis went to school. The sisters took the Crucifix with them and 
kept it hidden and safe for over 700 years.  
 
In 1938 the cross underwent a restoration and then in 1957 during Holy Week it was placed on public 
view in the chapel of San Giorgio. The revelation that it still existed caused a sensation throughout the 
Franciscan family all around the world because everyone thought it had been lost.  
 

The Image is a Message 
 
Coming into the presence of this cross would have confronted medieval people, most of whom would 
have been illiterate, with the reality of the passion of Christ. We, who do read and write, can look at the 
Sacred Scripture and read about the passion of Jesus, but in medieval society, very few people could do 
this so images, in paintings and stained glass windows helped them to understand their faith. 
 

An Icon Cross 
 
Spiritually, the San Damiano icon cross offers us a personal encounter with the passion of Christ. In this 
period of his life Saint Francis was asking God the question “Lord, what do you want me to do with my 
life?” and he received a very clear and astonishing audible answer: “Francis, go repair my Church, 

which you see is falling into ruins!” He took this command quite literally and began 
fetching stones to restore this little building. Later he would do the same for the 
small chapel of Our Lady of the Angels down in the plain below Assisi and finally 
he would also restore the small chapel of San Pietro della Spina.3 

 
The Christ of San Damiano 

 
The central figure dominating the cross is Christ. He stands upright, wounded but 
not nailed; floating above the cross. He has just risen to new life. His halo has 

                                                
2 The nails have raised wide heads much like we today would call upholstery nails. They show as a bump on the edge of the 
painting and the halo of the central Christ figure. It would seem that the number of nails used is significant 33 for the cross since 
Our Lord lived for 33 years and 7 for the halo, the number of Sacraments.  
3 St Peter of the Thorn is today a ruin on private property. It is mentioned in the Cathedral Archives as existing in 1122. (fasc.II 
n.56)  
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replaced the crown of thorns and includes a golden cross. The large eyes of Jesus are open and serene. He 
is alive and looks out into the world into the far distance, rather than directly at the viewer. He is aware. 
He is all seeing. 4 He is eternal. On the original cross, the face and halo are tilted forward from the rest of 
the cross on a circular wedge of wood. Behind the outstretched arms of Christ is his empty tomb, shown 
in black, the symbol of death.  
 

The Loincloth 
 
Jesus’ clothing is not a simple loincloth. It is quite long, more like a kilt. It looks like very 
fine linen edged with gold and with a belt or cord. The knot in the front of the loincloth is 
complicated and significant of a hidden meaning; perhaps because it is a triple knot; it is 
representative of the Trinity – the source of all life. This gold edged loincloth is a symbol 
of both High Priest and Victim of the New Covenant. Jesus is both priest and sacrifice. 
 

The Medallion  
 

The Ascension into Heaven is portrayed within a circle of red almost like an 
Easter egg out of which Christ is breaking. Christ is indeed breaking out of the 
circle of this world – this existence – which has been redeemed by his blood. He 
is holding a red staff topped with a golden cross, the Royal Scepter of the 
Shepherd King. His garments are gold - a symbol of royalty and victory. His red 
scarf is a sign of His Dominion, Kingship, and Priesthood; exercised in love. 
Angels welcome Him into Paradise.  

 
The Inscription 

 
The inscription in white letters reads IHS NAZARE REX IVDEORV. 
There is no J in Latin so the letter I is used. The IHS5 is an early Christian 
Greek monogram for Jesus Christ. This sign of the name "Jesus" is 
formed from three letters of his Greek name IHSOUS or Iesous Christos.  

NAZARE is “the Nazarene”; REX is ‘king’ and IVDEORV is ‘of the Jews’. The V is an early U in Latin, 
so the word is JUDEORUM “of the Jews”. This inscription, which is reported inSaint  John’s Gospel 
“Jesus the Nazarene, King of the Jews” was placed there by order of Pontius Pilate indicating Christ’s 
crime. “Are you King of the Jews?” said Pilate. “Mine is not a kingdom of this world…” “So you are a 
king then?” said Pilate. “Yes, I am a king. I was born for this; I came into the world for this: to bear 
witness to the truth; and all who are on the side of truth listen to my voice.”  
 
 

The Hand of the Father 
  

From within the semi-circle at the very top of the icon, God the Father, whom 
no eye has seen, reveals himself in a benediction on all that Jesus has 
accomplished. This blessing, given by the right hand of God with the fingers 
extended is a sign of the Holy Spirit – the finger of the living God. “But if I 
with the finger of God cast out devils, no doubt the kingdom of God is come 

upon you.” (Luke 11:20) The Father gives the gift of the Holy Spirit to all believers in abundance because 
of the merits of Christ’s Passion.  
 
  

                                                
4 “The Shepherd knows his sheep and calls each one by name.” (John 10:3-14) 
5 The Greek Iesous Christos, in very early Christian inscriptions was contracted to IC and even XC. Then from the 3rd Century 
we see IHS and XPS for Iesous Christos.  
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The Mystical Vine 
 

Around the cross are various calligraphic scrolls in white, which 
signify the mystical vine. “I am the vine, you are the branches...” 
(John 15); this Gospel text also contains the words “Greater love 
has no one than this, that one lays down one’s life for one’s 
friends”. The vine is not continuous, but cuttings or prunings.6  

However, they are not all the same. On the top left-hand side of the Cross, there are four of these 
prunings which look like heraldry emblems.7 Reconstructed they look like the symbols below:  
 

 
 

 
 
 

The Sea Shell Frame 
 

The seashells around the very edge of the cross are symbols of the eternal sea; indicating that 
here there is revealed a mystery, which has been hidden in the vast and timeless sea of eternity. 
The seashells are painted on to the frame that holds the linen cloth tight against the sides of the 
cross. Seashells are also early symbols of baptism and the meaning here may refer to baptism 
through which the redeeming grace of Christ is sacramentally given to each person. In the picture 
to the left, you can also see the prunings that look like chivalric emblems. 

 
The Unknown Saints  and the Rock Base 

 
At the bottom of the icon are six unknown saints whom Scholars believe to 
be Saints  Damian, Rufinus, St Michael, John the Baptist, Peter, and Paul. All 
of them are patrons of Churches in the Assisi area. There is too much damage 
in this section of the Cross to make a proper identification. At the base of the 
cross, there seems to be a section that is painted to look like a rock. At first, 

this seems an odd addition, but perhaps it anchors the cross into the reality of the earth so that it does not 
float off somewhere, but remains fixed to earthly reality.  It speaks of Saint Peter “the rock” on which 
Christ built his Church. The great difficulty of any study of the San Damiano Cross is that pictures can 
fool you, and this section could be something else.  

 
Mary and John 

 
Mary and John are placed side by side on Jesus’ right side. Mary’s mantle is 
white meaning victory and purification and good deeds. The gems or 
embroidery on her mantle refer to the graces of the Holy Spirit. “Hail Mary, 
full of grace…” The dark red worn under the mantle indicate intense love, 
while the inner dress is purple - the Ark of the Covenant8 and the royal 
house of David. Mary’s left hand is raised to her cheek – showing her 
acceptance and love of John. Her right-hand points to John while her eyes 
proclaim acceptance of Christ’s words “Woman, behold your son... “ (John 
19:26) and to John, “Behold, your mother” (John 19: 27). “From that hour 
onward, the disciple took her into his care.” (John 19:25-27). 
 
The inscription, ScΛ Maria in white, beneath Mary is interesting because 

there is a bracket or line above the cΛ indicating shorthand, but note that it is ScΛ. It is not “A” because it 
does not have a bar. It is a Greek letter. Essentially the ScΛ is short for “Sancta” translated from Latin as 
“Holy” therefore the inscription reads as Holy Maria.  
                                                
6 Christ is the vinedresser. His “word” cuts like two-edged sword. (Heb. 4:12) 
7  Are these chivalric emblems of the medieval nobleman who commissioned the painting of the cross? 
8 The colour of the linen for the Ark of the Covenant was royal purple.  
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The blood from Christ’s heart splashes from his right side on to John. There is a drop of blood from the 
right hand of Jesus above and to the right of the image of Mary. The edges of all the halos in the picture 
are red because Christ redeems them. The halo of Christ alone is golden. The halos of Mary and John 
intersect adding intimacy between them.  
 
John’s mantle is rose colour indicating eternal wisdom, while his tunic is white - purity. He looks at Mary 
but points to Christ. We know it is John because of the small white writing beneath S Ioannes. Remember 
that there was no J in Latin so it is Ioannes. The inscription is quite clear but the S (Saint) before Ioannes 
has a horizontal line through it indicating that it is shorthand for Saint much like we use St. He is the only 
one with an S like this before his name. Regarding perspective, John is behind the larger figure of Christ 
and Mary is behind John except for her hand which is in front of him. 

 
Mary Magdalene 

 
With the white letters under her saying "Maria Magdalena,” Mary of Magdala is 
next to Christ making her very special; her hand is on her chin indicating that she is 
confiding a secret “He is risen!” It is an intimate gesture increased by the fact that 
her head touches the head of Mary Jacobi. She wears scarlet, which is a symbol of 
love; her mantle of blue deepens this. Mary came from Magdala a Galilean village, 
and this is where she gets her surname. Jesus exorcised her of seven demons9 
(Luke 8: 2). From then on she was among the ministering women who followed 
him and his apostles on their journeys. There is absolutely no reason to believe she 
was a prostitute10.  She was present on Calvary; she was among the women who 
brought spices to his tomb; she was the first to inform the Apostles that the tomb 
was empty. Returning at once to the garden she saw and spoke with angels in the 
sepulchre, then when she first saw him she mistook him for a gardener. Mary 

Magdalen finally recognized her risen Lord when he said to her “Mary.” In the mystical writings of the 
saints especially in the 15th Century,11 Mary Magdalene is given a special status in her relation with 
Christ and their relationship becomes a sign of all chaste love.  

 
Mary the Mother of James 

 
The family relationships of Jesus are very complicated, by the fact that both Aramaic and Hebrew and for 
that matter Maltese and some other languages have no word for cousin.  Even in Italian, the same word is 
used for “grandson” and “nephew”, and you have to know the context. All cousins, first, second or third, 
are simply called “brothers” and “sisters” in a very intimate way that unites these families very closely.  
 
The artist has declared, by the inscription in white underneath the image, that between Mary Magdalen 
and the Centurion is - Maria Jacobi (“Jacobi” translates as “James”) Mary, the mother of James. It is 
believed that this Mary is the mother of James, Joset and Jude and two daughters and that she is the 
cousin of Mary, the mother of Jesus. In Saint John’s Gospel only, there is a Mary at the foot of the cross 
that he calls “Mary of Clopas.” She is believed to be his wife. It is further believed that these so-called 
“brothers” and “sisters” of Jesus mentioned elsewhere in scripture are her children – cousins of Jesus not 
children of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 
 
On the San Damiano Cross Mary Jacobi wears garments of an earthen colour a symbol of humility, and 
her light green mantle - hope. Her admiration of Jesus is indicated by the gesture of her hand.  

                                                
9 This number means that she was completely possessed.  
10 Some would like to identify her as the unknown woman caught in the act of adultery but this has no basis. Modern scholars do 
not accept this. 
11  St Battista Camilla Verani – Poor Clare (1458 -1527)  she was canonised along with St Mary of the Cross McKillop in 2010. 
In her writings, “The Interior Sufferings of Christ” Jesus speaks of his love for Mary Magdalen.  
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The Centurion of Capernaum 

The Centurion, does not have a halo and is therefore not depicted as a saint. He 
seems to be holding a piece of wood in his left hand, indicating he is the one who 
built the Synagogue at Capernaum (Luke 7: 1 – 10.) This Centurion of Capernaum 
asking for the cure of his favorite servant had commented to Jesus that he had 
soldiers under him and was under authority himself. Could it be the same man 
standing here? Was he recalled to Jerusalem because extra troops were needed 
during the Jewish Passover and put under obedience to crucify Jesus? If so the artist 
has certainly added ironic and emotional tension to the scene at Calvary with his 
suggestion that it is the same man.  When Jesus died, he proclaimed, “Truly this 
man is the Son of God.” (Mark 15:29). The Centurion has extended his thumb and 
two fingers, a symbol of the Trinity, while his two closed fingers symbolize the 
hidden mystery of the two natures of Jesus the Christ. Beneath him is inscribed in 
white: Centvriv – Centurion.  

Portrait of the Artist 
 
There is much speculation on the small face behind the left shoulder of the Centurion. Some say this 
image with the many bald heads behind it shows that these are the family of the Centurion “his whole 
household believed” (John 4: 45 - 54). Others say it is the Centurion’s servant healed by Christ. 
However, it could be the face of the monk who painted this icon and all the bald heads behind him could 
be his community?  

 
Longinus 

All the figures that do not have halos are looking directly at Jesus. “They will look upon the 
one whom they have pierced.” (John 19:37) The Roman soldier who pierced the side of 
Jesus with a lance (John 19:34) is shown at the foot of Mary and John. In clear pictures of 
the cross, his spear is visible reaching all the way to the wound in the side of Christ. Well 
above him at Jesus’ elbow blood drips in such a way that it would fall on him, but he is not 
depicted with a halo. His name is written in white letters between his legs: Longenv – 
Longinus. According to legend he converted to Christianity and was martyred at Caesarea. 
Some list him as a Saint.  

The Jewish Man 

Eastern Icons of the passion often have a spear and a reed stick with the vinegar-soaked 
sponge. Tradition gives the name of Stephaton (Stephen) to this soldier from the Temple 
Guard.12 After Jesus had cried out “I thirst” (John 19: 28 -30) he offered to Jesus, on a 
stick, a sponge soaked in vinegar wine.13 So some would like to believe that the minor 
figure below the Centurion and balancing Longinus in the design of the picture is “the 
soldier” (Luke 23:36) who put the sponge on his spear14 and offered it to Jesus to quench 
his burning thirst.  

However, it is not clear from most pictures of the San Damiano Cross that he is carrying 
anything and his attitude of having his hands on his hips and looking up has some people 

seeing him as representative of those Jews who mocked Jesus during the crucifixion saying, “You saved 
others, save yourself!”  He has a beard and a definite Jewish nose.15 Saint John (18: 3) says that when 

                                                
12 Only Saint  Luke, not an eyewitness says the soldiers offered him a vinegar sponge. All the other Gospels simply say someone 
did.  
13 To the question “Why did the soldiers have vinegar wine with them?” we should note that vinegar wine has an astringent 
quality that is good for cleaning. Vinegar wine would therefore be a good way to wipe away the blood and sweat of battle.  
14 Pious conjecture because the Gospels say a reed stick. 
15 Even in the sign language of the deaf and dumb a finger hooked over the nose is the sign of a Jew. 
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Jesus was arrested Jewish Temple Guards were present as well as a cohort or Roman soldiers. Is it 
reasonable to believe that Temple Guards accompanied the Roman detachment to Calvary and that this is 
a Temple Guard (Jewish soldier)? The drop of blood from Christ’s left elbow, as with Longinus opposite 
below the right elbow is directly above this figure. The fact that the artist has not inscribed his name 
while Longinus is clear allows us to continue to speculate who this Jewish man is.   

The Astonished Angels 

There are two angels on either side below Jesus' wrists, in an 
animated discussion of the scene unfolding before them. “Even the 
angels long to catch a glimpse of these things.” (1 Peter 1:12) They 
have been called “The Gossiping Angels” but with the original 
meaning of the English word: “God-sib” meaning “good whisper” 
But there is much more happening here because these four angels 
somehow participate in the redeeming power of the blood of Christ, 

which is also flowing over them. “By his wounds, we have been healed” (Isaiah 53:5) Is the artist saying 
that the angels, as creatures of God, were also saved by the merits of Christ’s passion.  

The Tomb 

As mentioned before, behind Christ is the black colour of death the open tomb; Christ is alive and 
standing over the tomb or floating above it. The red of redeeming love overcomes the black of death.  

The Two Angels at either Hand 

At the fingertips of Jesus, there are two angels. The angel on the left as you look at the Cross has the 
white – ‘purity,’ undergarment and red outer cloak – ‘love,’ but he is also wearing green symbol of 
‘hope.’ The other at Jesus right hand has the red cloak of love, the green undergarment of hope and a 
brown or deep red garment on the white under-tunic. Both of these figures have deep brown wings. The 
identity of these angels is not known. It would be appropriate if one were Saint Michael and the other 
Saint Gabriel, but that is pure speculation. 
 

The Rooster 
 
The inclusion of the rooster on the cross immediately recalls Peter’s denial of Jesus. 
“I tell you, Peter, a cock will not crow this day until you have denied three times that 
you know me.” (Luke 22: 31-34) “And the Lord turned and looked upon Peter. And 
Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, ‘before a cock crows, you will 
deny me three times.’ And Peter went out and wept bitterly.” (Luke 22: 61-62)  
 
The rooster probably disturbed by all the burning torches of the crowd, began to crow 

because it was expecting the dawn, the early morning light before the sun comes up. In fact, it is an 
inspired rooster, quite prophetic in heralding the new day, the Day of the Lord.  
 
The inclusion of it on this cross is a masterstroke of the artist. Faith, Hope, and Love are reborn; grace is 
poured out upon the world – it’s a new dawn, it’s a new day, it’s a new life, 16 for all of creation! 
 
In his first letter, Saint John writes, “…the night is over, and the real light is already shining. Anyone 
who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the dark.” (1 John 2:8ff) The Prophet Malachi 
declared, “But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its rays” 
(Malachi 4:2 or 3:20). Jesus Himself said, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day.” (John 8:56). It 
is indeed a new day; the Lord has risen!  

 

                                                
16  From the song “Feeling Good” songwriters: Leslie Bricusse & Anthony Newley  
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From the cross of San Damiano the Rooster announces “A new day.” It’s crowing awakens our 
conscience and draws our attention to a serious question: What are we, going to do, with the time that is 
given to us?17 

 
The Shape of the Cross 

 The shape of the cross has been changed to enable the artist to include all who 
participated in the drama of Christ’s passion.  Note however that the arm of the cross 
on Christ’s left-hand side dips slightly. It is an Eastern Rite image to have the beam of 
the cross slope down to the left to indicate that the bad thief went to hell while the 
good thief “Dismas”18 on Christ’s  right side, went to heaven. “This day you will be 
with me in paradise.”  

A Sense of Perspective 
 

Let us remember that “Linear Perspective” which takes the eye into the background of 
a painting to smaller and smaller trees, houses, and mountains in the far background 
was not invented until the 15th Century. Icons tend to be more two dimensional and 
therefore look flat. Often the background is golden to indicate heaven. However, in this 
painting there is in fact a type of perspective.  
 
If you look carefully, as has said before, John is behind Christ yet actually more 
forward than Mary, but then her hand at his elbow is in front of him. Her halo overlaps 
his. John’s foot steps outside the red black frame creating a forward projection. This 
work is certainly not two-dimensional – flat – as it may first seem.  
 
This kind of perspective is called “Perspective of the Wings” where one object partly 
covers another to show one is in front of the other or behind it. It is an ancient artistic 
trick used as far back as cave paintings, as old as 10 thousand to 15 thousand years ago.  

 
A Spirit-filled Cross 

 
The San Damiano Cross is not just something you can admire as an icon. It speaks to us through the 
imagery of the Passion of Jesus and the incredible power and truth of his resurrection. This cross asks a 
question, “What are you going to do with your life?” and it demands an answer from each one of us.  
 
The Way of the Cross is not easy as Francis explained to Br Leo, the meaning of perfect joy is to share in 
the cross of the Lord; to die to self and be transformed by love into a person of integrity and heroic love 
by cooperating with the grace of the Holy Spirit.  
 

Prayer Before the San Damiano Cross 
 

Most High glorious God, 
enlighten the darkness of my heart 

and give me Lord,  
a correct faith, a certain hope, 

a perfect charity, sense and knowledge 
so that I may carry out 

your holy and true command. 
 

St Francis of Assisi 
                                                
17 R.R. Tolkien, Fellowship of the Ring. Gandalf to Frodo - “All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given to us. 
18 The Gospel of Luke does not name either thief, but in the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus the good thief is called “Dismas”. 
It is adapted from the Greek “sunset” or “death”. In the Catholic Church his feast day is the 25th of March. The Coptic sources he 
is called “Demas”. In Syriac he is “Titus”. In Russia he is called “Rakh” which means (peace). The other thief’s name is given as 
“Gestas”. 
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Special Thanks 
 
I wish to acknowledge the work of Br James Cronly OFM Cap whose text on San Damiano Cross can be 
found on the Australian Capuchin website.   
 
I recommend also the work of Marc Picard, OFM, Cap., his work titled, The Icon of the Christ of San 
Damiano 1989 is one of the best in English.  
 
Michael Goonan, SSP “The Crucifix that Spoke to St Francis” is readily available from Paulist Press and 
has good references on p.26. to other texts.  
 
The seminal work on the San Damiano Cross in Italian is that of Fr Optatus Van Asseldonk, OFM Cap., 
“Il Crocifisso de San Damiano visto e vissuto da Francesco” Laurentianum 3 (1981). 
 
My thanks to all those who have listed the St Damiano Cross on the Internet and thereby entered into the 
joyful speculation and contemplation of the Icon Cross of San Damiano.  

 
 


