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Saint Mary of the Annunciation Fine Art and Artifacts Collections 

    Paintings 

  <<Short, Unannotated Version, July 5, 2022>> 

During 1895 and 1896 Saint Mary of the Annunciation Church and its 

many donors undertook an extensive program to embellish the church’s 

interior with sacred paintings, stained glass windows, statuary, and new 

marble altars.  The church celebrated completion of this refurbishment 

on March 25, 1896, the Feast of the Annunciation.  Church officers had 

commissioned Cesare Porta, an Italian living in Rome who was a 

professional copyist and interpreter of Old Masters church art for 

contemporaneous churches.   

Porta created twenty three large m ural paintings for Saint Mary’s 

Church.  They are the five ceiling paintings; six paintings within the 

sanctuary; and the depictions of the Twelve Apostles on the walls of the 

balcony and choir loft.  Porta and his Roman workshop created the 

paintings on canvas and then shipped them to Charleston for installation.  

Charleston painter and interior decorator H. Mastin Batchelder and his 

crew of workmen affixed the paintings to the church ceiling and walls 



2 
 

with glue and hardware.  They then painted frames for them “rich in 

color and gold.”  The paintings are technically described as murals 

because they are painted on canvas and then attached to the walls.   

Sanctuary Paintings 

Without question, the most conspicuous of the Saint Mary’s paintings 

are the six murals and the large altarpiece within the sanctuary behind 

and alongside the high altar.  They are the oil-on-canvas altarpiece, John 

Stevens Cogdell’s Crucifixion (1814, 1839); the large murals of the 

Adoration of the Magi and the Resurrection by Cesare Porta (1896); and 

the murals of the four angel musicians (1896), also by Porta.   

John Stevens Cogdell (1778‒1847) was a talented painter and 

sculptor who earned his living as an attorney, politician, and public 

servant.  In 1800 his passion for the fine arts emerged when he traveled 

to Italy.  He was a life-long advocate for the arts and an active painter of 

portraits and religious scenes and sculptor of busts of his friends and 

famous South Carolinians.  Cogdell donated many of his works to local 

churches and to public and private art institutions in South Carolina and 
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the nation.  His works are found in the Charleston Library Society, 

Charleston City Hall, the Medical University of South Carolina, and the 

Boston Athenaeum;  and his portrait of Bishop John England (1842) is 

in the collections of the Vatican in Rome.  

Cogdell’s Crucifixion is his largest and probably best-known 

painting.  He created it in 1814 as a gift to the newly-built second Saint 

Mary Church.  When that building was destroyed by fire in 1838, the 

painting was saved from the conflagration but was so badly damaged 

that Cogdell repainted it on the same canvas.  The oil-on-canvas painting 

was installed in the rebuilt church in 1839 and has been the building’s 

most prominent adornment for nearly two centuries.   

When the main altar was installed in 1896 the altar obscured the 

painting’s lower portion.  In 1994 a conservation company examined the 

painting and reported that in the past—probably in 1896—the work had 

been relined and background scenes surrounding the crucified Christ had 

been overpainted to highlight the drama of the painting’s central image.  

Cogdell also carved the Latin-text tablet memorial to his friend and Saint 
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Mary pastor Reverend Simon Felix Gallagher (1756‒1825), which hangs 

in the vestibule.  The memorial plaque to William Burke, also in Latin, 

is of the same era as that of Gallagher and was likely carved by Cogdell.   

The six other sanctuary paintings are murals (paintings on canvas 

that are attached to the walls) by Porta that date from 1895 and 1896.  

They include large-scale depictions of the Adoration of the Magi and of 

the Resurrection and four smaller images of angel musicians.  The four 

angels are direct copies of angel images that are found in Fra Angelico’s 

monumental triptych, Madonna of the Linen Weavers (1433), which is in 

the Museum of Saint Mark, Florence, Italy.  The angels that surround the 

central figure of the triptych are among Fra Angelico’s most-reproduced 

images.  Copies of them are found in churches from every era since the 

sixteenth century and in many other reproductions. 

The original paintings of the Adoration and the Resurrection that 

Porta copied for Saint Mary are unknown.  In 1896, when the murals 

were installed, local commentators stated that the Adoration and the 

Resurrection were “faithful copies of the celebrated paintings of Fra 
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Bartolomeo [1472‒1517], who adorned the Florentine school of art in 

the beginning of the sixteenth century.”  Examination of the works in the 

present day do not conclusively verify that statement.  In December 

1960 the Italian arts conservator Navino Natolini performed some 

conservation on the sanctuary murals that involved some degree of 

inpainting.  Forty two years later, in 2022 Porta’s Resurrection received 

a cleaning and conservation work that removed post-1896 inpainting of 

a halo surrounding Christ’s head and foliage at the bottom of the mural.  

The signature “C. Porta Fecit” was revealed in the lower left corner.   

Ceiling Murals  

As part of his 1896 commission Porta created the five murals that adorn 

the ceiling in the nave.  The four tondo (circular) murals are of the Four 

Evangelists, Saints Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  Each Evangelist is 

depicted with his chief liturgical symbol: Saint Luke’s ox; Saint Mark’s 

lion; Saint Matthew’s angel, and Saint John’s eagle.  The original 

paintings from which Porta copied these four murals is not known.  In 

similar fashion, the large mural that depicts the Assumption of the 
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Blessed Virgin Mary was copied from an uncertain source.  One art 

historian, writing in the mid-twentieth century, stated that the image was 

derived from a 1670 painting by Bartolome Esteban Murillo (1617‒82) 

that has variously been called a depiction of either Saint Mary’s 

Immaculate Conception or her Assumption.  The images of seven stars 

above Saint Mary’s head suggests that the painting is of her Assumption.  

The painting was funded by a donation of two hundred and fifty dollars 

from former students of Reverend James A. Corcoran (1820‒89) at Saint 

Charles Borromeo Seminary in Pennsylvania.   A Charleston native, 

Corcoran had a distinguished career as a theologian and editor of 

Catholic periodicals before and after the American Civil War.  The 

banner at the foot of the mural reads, “In Memory of the Rev. Dr. 

Corcoran by Priests of Philadelphia formerly his Pupils.” 

The clouds and depiction of the Holy Spirit painted in the apse 

were added in 1945 along with the decorative features surrounding the 

murals on the ceiling.  Those features accomplished a tromp l’oeil (fool 
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the eye) effect that suggested indentations and other three dimensional 

surrounds for the paintings that do not exist. 

    The Twelve Apostles   

Porta also painted the murals of the twelve Apostles that are installed in 

the choir loft and along the balcony on both sides of the nave.  Starting 

at the Blessed Virgin side altar and moving counterclockwise around the 

nave the Apostles appear in this order, identified by their Latin names, 

which are translated as:  Saint Simon; Saint Andrew; Saint Thomas; 

Saint James the Greater; Saint Thaddeus; Saint Paul; Saint Peter; Saint 

Bartholomew; Saint Philip; Saint James the Lesser; Saint Barnabas; and, 

lastly, Saint Matthias, in the front of the church nearest the Sacred Heart 

side altar.  In keeping with the narrative character and the original 

sources of these images, the mural often depict some symbol that relates 

to the life and, often, death of each saint.  For example, Saint Andrew 

holds a saltire cross, upon which he was crucified.  Saints Bartholomew, 

Matthias, and Paul are depicted with the weapons of their martyrdom.  
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As the first pope Saint Peter holds the Keys to the Kingdom while Saint 

James the Greater’s staff identified him as a famous pilgrim.   

Porta copied or adapted these twelve images created by Johan 

Friedrich Overbeck (1789‒1869).  Much like the Fra Angelico angels, 

Overbeck’s Apostles were highly popular and much reproduced during 

the nineteenth century.  Overbeck was a distinguished member of the 

Nazarene School of painters.  Overbeck’s paintings and those of his 

fellow Nazarenes Philipp Veit (1793‒1877) and Peter von Cornelius 

(1783‒1867) are clearly recognizable in the present day.  These artists 

aimed to simplify the images found in religious art and to bring clarity 

and simplicity not only to church iconography but also Christian 

practice.  Their works were as much a break with their predecessors as 

the British Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was with their forebears in 

history and genre painting.   

The images of the Apostles in Porta’s Saint Mary’s murals are 

direct copies or are closely derived from a series of charcoal drawings 

that Overbeck created for a fresco in the chapel of the Villa Torlonia in 
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Castle Grandolfo.  They were reproduced as steel-engraved prints by 

Franz Keller (1821‒96) and widely distributed throughout Europe and 

North America by the Verein zur Verbreitung religiöser Bilder in 

Dusseldorf (Association for the Dissemination of Religious Images), an 

organization in Dusseldorf, Germany, that promoted the Nazarene 

School of religious paintings.  Porta’s murals of Saints James the 

Greater, Barnabas, Peter, James the Lesser, Thaddeus, Thomas, and 

Bartholomew, are directly copied from the Keller engravings of 

Overbeck’s drawings.  The mural of Saint Paul, too, is a direct copy but 

varies from the original by Porta’s addition of a sixth toe (polydactyly) 

to the subject’s left foot.   

Alexander Moore, July 4, 2022 

 
 


