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1. INTRODUCTION

Donatello lived and worked during the formative years of the early
Renaissance. This was a time in Italy marked not only by a new interest
in the classical liberal arts, but also by a vibrant new artistic produc-
tivity. Lorenzo Valla, a philosophical contémpdrary of Donatello, declared

that

those arts which are most closély related to

the libersl arts, the arts of painting, sculp-
ture, modelling, and architecture, had degen-
erated for so long and so greatly and had almost
died with letters themselves, and that in this
age they have been aroused and come to life
again, so greatly increased is the number of

good artists and men of letters who now flourish...1

The early years of the quattrocento had more than their share of artistic
geniuses.

Yet Donatello stands apart from his talented contemporaries. There
is something in his artistic vision-~-in his way of viewing life--that dis-
tinguishes his creations from the other art of his day. His works have a
power and boldness unparallelled in his time.

It is Donatello's ideas about man that characterize his different
approach. He had a set of attitudes toward man which enabled him to imbue
his figures with a powerful sense of human activity and drama. There is:
an individuslity and a psychological complexity in figures such as the

Campanile Prophets. Moreover, there appears to be, in his art, a recog-
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nition of the capabilities and limitations inherent in the human situation.
These attitudes imply that the artist had a particular way of viewing life,
and it will be the object of this work to determine the precise nature of
this mode of vision.

The very aspects of Donatello's vision that distinguish him from his
contémporaries bear a marked resemblance to the cqmponents of a view of
tragedy developed by recent litefary critics. These critics approach the
problem of tragedy not from the poiht of view of the stylistic components
that go to make up its fbrm, but rather from that of the philosophical
components of the 'sense of life' that enable an individual to realize the
tragic potential of certain situations. These critiés go beyond the
requirements of literary form, and thus discover the prerequisites for
tragic vision. This tragic vision can be the principle by which any artist--
not only an author;—views reality, and I shall attempt to show that Donatello
) created in accordance with this particular mode of vision.

There is little historic documentation that is of significance in
this endeavor. He had no contemporary biographer, he left no autobiograph-
ical material, and virtually none of whatever writing he may have done has

2
come down to us.  As Janson notes,

Comments on his character by those who had
direct contact with him are as few as they
are contradictory--he co@ld be described at
one time as a man of simple tastes whose
demands are easily satisfied, at another as
difficult and stubborn.>

Thus there is virtually no information as to the nature of the artist's



character.

This lack of character information may not be entirely detrimental to
. this understanding, however. Many art historians, particularly those of
the nineteeﬁth century, have become embroiled in difficulties because
they made the unfounded assumption that an artist's work always reflects
his personality. This assumption is alwajs‘tenuous at best, as there are
too many examples which plainly contradigt it. In this work we shall not
be concerned with Donatello's personality or his character, but rather ﬁith
his mode of vision.

The way an artist sees reality governs the nature of the art which
he creates. An artist creates spaces that are roughly snalogous to the
way he.viewé the world in which he lives. Thus by examining the artistic
'world' Donatello creates in hié art, we shall be able to arrive at an
understanding of his mode of viewing the real world.

I shall be attempting to demonstrate that Donatello's mode of vision
was tragic. Since none of Donatello's writings are in existence, there is
no direct way of determining whether such an assumption is warranted. It
will thus be necessary to examine the philosophical writings of Donatello's
age to see that his period was at least open to such a mode of vision, and
further that there were individuals at that time who were actually thinking
in these terms. Once this has been done, we can turn to an actual examina-
tion of Donatello's art, and find, by comparison with the art of his éon-
temporaries, the precise 6omponents of his mode of vision.

To show that Donatello's mode of vision was tragic, it will be neces-
sary to examine the nature of the pictorial world he creates as well as

that of his human figures, for both are essential to the tragic sense of



life. The character of his qreated spaces can best be determined from

the way he treats the space of his relief panels., Here the sculptor, like
the painter, is forced to create his spaces explicitly, and by examining.
how Donatello handles this problem it is possiﬁle to gain insight into the
way he viewed the world itself. For his tragic treatment of human form,
however, it will bYe bestrto turn to the form of art where the figure most
forcibly asserts itself--free standing sculpture# Finally, by observing
how Donatello treats the action of such figures in these spaces, we will
aemonstrate his awareness of the tragic potential of human action in the
world.

The recognition of the tragic aspect of Donatello's artistic vision

Vadds a new dimension of‘understanding to his art. In these terms one can
understand the origin of the powerful human drama one finds embodied there,
one can feel the real‘depth of the artist's understanding of the human

predicament, and thus one can better appreciaté the full meaning of his art.



2. THE TRAGIC SENSE OF LIFE

Since the time of the ancient Greeks, man has attempted to arrive at
a comprehensive definition of tragedy. Nevertheless, he has met with only
a limited degree of success in this endeavor. Recently, critics have begun
to develop an entirely new approach to this problem, and already they have
been able to come considerably closer to the goal of explaining tragedy
than any of those who preceded them.

Traditionally critics attempted to define tragedy by delineating formal
components of the archetypes of literary tragedy. ©Perhaps the most ambitious
of these attempts was made in the fourth century B.C., by the gréatest of
all categorizers, Aristotle. The definition of tragedy in his Poeties is
based primarily on the tragedy of Sophocles, which Aristotle took as his
model. The definition is workable when applied to the tragedies of Sopho-
cles, but there are many difficulties which arise when one attempts to apﬁly .
it to Aeschylus or Euripides. Moreover, this definition often becomes
meaningless when applied tb the tragedies produced by other ages and by
other cultures. This is the problem with any formalist definition of trag-
edy: stylistic practices-—even within a single genre-—do change f;om cen-
tury to century, and even more from culture to culture. Yet people have
continued to labor under one such formalist definition or another for mil-
lenia. They have attempted to reduce all the rich and varied aspects of
the numerous forms of tragedy to a singlé formula, so as to remain true to
some formal definition.

. In recent years, however, we have begun to realize that it is not

absolutely necessary to conceptualize everything. New trends, particularly



those in the philosophies of existentialism and phenomenology, have made
men willing to accept things as they are, ﬁithout imposing reductivist
definitions upon everyfhing. Thus many critics have begun to approach the:
phenomenon of tragedy as a whole--to discover precisely what it is, in its
own terms. The result of this ﬁew approach to tragic eriticism is reflected
in the titles of the recent works it has produced: Unamuno's The Tragic
Sense of Life, H. A. Myers' Tragedy: A View of Life, Muller's The Spirit
of Tragedy, Sewall's The Vision of Tragedy, and many others. A view of
-tragedy has emerged which treats it in the broadest terms of artistic ex-
pression; tragedy is seen as a particular mode of looking at life itself.

Tragedy is thus more than a mere set of formal stylistic principles;
it is, in the words of the Spanish tragedian, Unamuno, "a sense of life."
For Unamuno tragedy is not so much a literary form as it is a mode of
existence. This "sense of life" is not a conceptualized, systematic phi-
losophy, but rather an unstructured set of atfitudes, feelings, and responses.
It is what Unamuno calls a pre-philosophy, only "more or less formulated,
more or less 'conscious,"l thé emphasis being placed on feeling rather than
on analytical powers.

The tragic is but one mode of viewing existence. Injustice, the sense
of being overburdened, put upon--the raw ingredients for tragedy are always
present in society; yet only certain men will see the situation as tragic.
A given situation is-only potentially tragic. It is the mode of vision of
the observer which determines whether it will be viewed as such.

Tragedy can be defined not merely as a literary form, but rather as a
mode of seeing certain life situations, and thus one may expect to find the

tragic sense of life embodied in certain examples of any form of artistic



creation. The process of artistic creation consists in producing an artifact
in accordance with the artist's mode of seeing reality. Thus tragic poten-
tial may be realized in the creation of any artist--be he an author, a
painter, a musician, a sculptor, or whgtever——if he is fundamentally disposed
to view life tragically.

Although the tragic sense of life is essentially unsusceptible to
philosophical systematization, there are certain basic component feelings
and attitudes into which it can be subdivided. These components are views
of the world, of man, and of the implications of man's action in that world
which together comprise the tragic vision.

The tragic world is one in which there is at least some degree of
order. Man's strivings must exist in a context in which they mske some
sense; there must be a faith that in some way the entire human enterprise
is worthwhile. The nature of the world is such that human inquiry into
its secrets must seem to be justified--at least in principle. Thus recog-
nition is made of man's natuial striving for rationality.

On the other hand, the tragic world is neither completely rational
nor completely open to man's questioning. There is a frightening, ' primi-
tive' irrationality that underlies the order imposed by man's logical systems
and which threatens continually to force its way to the surface. It is a
world "secure only to those who do not question too far.”2 Those who view
the world tragically are forced to accept the fact that many of théir most

fundamental questions cannot be answered. The tragic sense

is not for those who cannot live with unresolved
- questions or unresolved doubts, whose bent of

mind would reduce the fact of evil into something



else or resolve it into some larger whole.3

Thus the world becomesla place where man feels that values and ration-
ality afe justifiably sought, but not necessarily found. The Greek trage-
diang "affirmed the absolutes like justice and order, but revealed a universe
which promised neither and often dealt out the reverse."4

Man is the most important component of the tragié sense of life, for
he is the vehicle for tragedy. It is in man that the tragic sense is
realized, for it is through him that the fundamental questions of exist-
ence are raised. These questions, posed in terms of man himself, are the
essence of tragedy. Tragedy is Job's asking, "What is man?" It is Qedipus'
"Who am I?"——a query which entails,'beyond a mere question of identity, an
existential questioning of 'what is this thing that I am.' It is important
to note that this question is never completely personal; it is asked by fhe
tragic figure not only for himself but implicitly for all the members of
his race. It is glways infused with the desire to know what it in fact
means to exist.
| The tragic sense views man in his activity. Tragic man cannot pas-
sively accept the worldf Even if man recognizes the unresolved questions
and irrationality of the univérse, he is not capsble of tragedy if his
reaction is to accept them without protest. Only through human action can

the tragic sense of life come to any understanding of existence:

Only man in action, man "on the way,” begins to
reveal the possibilities of his nature for good
and bad and for both at once. And only in the

most pressing kinds of action, action that in-



volves the ultimate risk and pushes him to the

very limits, are the fullest possibilities

realized.5 ‘

It is by observing man in this condition, in what Karl Jaspers called a
"boundary situation,"6 that the tragic sense gains its real insight into

the meaning of human existence. Paul Tillich writes,

The human boundary-situation is encountered
when human possibility reaches its limit,

when human existence is confronted by an

ultimate threat.7

It is man stripped of all his defense mechanisms, devoid of all his surface
pretentions. It is Job on the dung heap, Orestes confronted by the horror
of the deed he must commit. It is man seen 'in the raw.'

Critics of tragedy from Aristotle on have realized that to be tragic
a man must have stature. He must possess a certain degree of 'nobility.'
The modern concept of tragedy, however, does not require the nobility of
lineage that Aristotle implied. To be equal to the demands placed‘upon him
man must have stature, but he does not have to be highly born. Tragic man
may be a 'commoner;' but he may not be 'common.’

Tragic man must have the courage to exist in the tragic mode. He
must have the courage to see his actions through to their ultimate conciusion,
despite the suffering he may bring upon himself in so doing. He must be
willing to say, with Job, "Though he slay me, yet will I maintain my own

ways before him."8 It is interesting to note that Melville underlined
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tﬁ;s particulaf verse in his Bible just a week before he began work on the
book that was to be one of the great landmﬁrks in American tragedy, Yoby
219&.9 It is this stature, this courage, that keeps‘the tragic man from
acquiescing to his condition-—as lesser, 'average' men most‘certainly would.
The tragic'sense therefore implies the loftiest possible conception of
the heights to which man is capable of rising. Few men ever rise to such
heights, but that some do proves that humanity at its beét is capable of
true greatness. The man who has the necessary stature to "maintain his ways"

and see a tragic situation through to its conclusion

does more.than prove man's capacity to endure

~ and to percieve the ambiguity in his own
nature and in the world about him. The Greeks
and the Poet of Job saw the suffering endured
by these men of heroic mold to be positive
and creative and to lead to a reordering of
0ld values and the establishing of new.

[Sufferiné] could lead under certain circum-
stances not only to growth in the standard
virtues of courage, loyalty, and love as
they operate on a traditional level, but

also to the discovery of a higher level of
being undreamt of by the standard mentality.lo

Despite this exalted sense of human capability, however, tragedy
recognizes that man often gains this awareness at the cost of his complete
destruction. Man can act contrary to those irrational forces of the uni-

verse, but he cannot be free from them. The noblest of men, through tragic
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confrontation, can gain insight into the nature of £hese forces; but he
cannot hope to overcome them. The average man can avoid a confrontation
with these forces if he is content not to question too far the mysteries

of existence andfto act only within the narrow confines of what current -
social norms have declared to be 'safe.‘ Jocésfa, who feels it is "Best

to live lightly, as one can, unthinkingly,"l1 wanted Oedipus to opt for
this alternative: "I beg you--do not hunt this out--I beg you, if you.have

any care for your own 1ife."12 But Oedipus, the tragic figure, "will not

be persuaded to let be the chance of finding out the whole thing clearly,"13
" no matter what the consequences. The tragic man insists on a confrontation
with truth.

Tragic action of this sort is entered in upon only by free choice.

And this choice must be of a particuilar kind:

The choice is not that of clear good or of

clear evil; it involves both, in unclear
' 14

mixture, and presents a dilemma.

This is a dilemma which can never quite be answered, which can never quite
be resolved. It is generated by the fact that the tragic figure does not
operate completely within the framework of any traditional value sustem.
He has no authority to which he can turn for moral standards, save his
own conscience; and outside the world of religious, philosophical, and
political value systemé-—in the realm of purely existential, moral judg-
ments--man finds that absolute distinctions between right and wrong disf
solve, and he is faced with conflict. He is faced with what Jung called

"the terrible ambiguity of immediate experience."15 Tragic man, like
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Antigone, must decide between two conflicting goods; he must choose one and
reject the other, although he owes allegiance to both. The tragic figure
-must choose one of these goods, and he must on the other hand be guilty of

vioclating the good he rejects. In the words of Paul Tillich:

Tragedy combines Guilt and Necessity, and the
response of the hero is neither to yield to
fatalism nor humble himself in total guilt, but
to press on in his action to find by experience
the truth of his own nature and of the nature

of man.16

Like Kierkegaard's "knight of faith," tragic man faces the decision alone.
He has no one to whom he can turn for help; he has nothing to which he can

look for guidance. "Suddenly the original terror looms close, and the old

formulations cannot dispel_it."17 Man is brought face to face with the

underlying irrationality of the universe.
In the context of this new view of tragedy, the old Aristotelian idea

of hubris as synonymous with sin is no longer applicable. Hubris becomes

the mysterious dynamic of all tragic action,
dangerous because it involves a challenge to
the powers that be, but not (in the tragic
view) morally good or bad. It may lead to
destruction——indeed, it so often has that the
folk will have none of it; but without it, no
man acts, suffers, or learns. And it is the

distinctive mark of the hero.18
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The tragic hero rejecfs the claim to complete validity‘of the existing order,
yet he does not completely rejecf that order itself. He sees the-system as
imperfect, but not as invalid.

Historically, therefore, tragic sensibility is most likely to appear
at moments when existing systems begin to lose their absolute validity.
Tragedy does not appear when men are completely confident that all the
manifold facets of experience can be convincingly reduced and explained in
the terms of a rational order; nor does it appear at times of disillusion-.
ment or nihilism, when‘men feel that there. is no rational order at all to
experience.. It occurs only in the mid-ground between these extremes--when
there is a rational order in which men wish to believe, but which they
recognize does not satisfactorily account for all of the actualities of
experience., For it is faith in the principles of a system in the face of
contradictory experience which lies at the heart of tragedy. It is this
unresolvable tension which causes the suffering of the tragic hero.

The suffering experiencéd by the tragic figure is productive, since
both he and the world learn through it. To one who views life tragically,
real‘knowledge is not gleaned from rafional inquiry. It comes only from
action in the face of adversifjh—man bringing suffering upon himself in the
course of écting in accordance witﬁ?what he believes he must do. In this
boundary sitwation, stripped of all his defense mechanisms and beyond
assistance from the moral formulas of his society, man discovers his true
nature. It is only through this suffering that man learns the answer to
Job's qﬁestion, "What is man?" -

This discovery is the ultimate aim of those who see the tragic potential

of life. .This is the end for which the tragic figure is willing to sacrifice
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his happiness and even his life. Those who have a tragic sense of life see
this process as the only means to a true understanding of the mysteries of

existence.
With this fact in mind one can begin to understand what the great

tragic artists meant: when Aeschylus wrote, "Wisdom comes through suffering

"19

élone, .and when Dostoevski wrote, "Suffering is the sole origin of con-

20
sciousness."



3. TRAGEDY AND RENAISSANCE THOUGHT

No man is completely free from the influence of his age. By virtue
of their genius, some men are able to transcend érthodoxy and add an element
of innovation to the course of history; yet even these men are thoroughly
molded and shaped by the times in which they live.

It is thus always necessary to examine the general outlook of an age
before daring to speculate as to the particular perspective of any individual
in that age. It would be ludicrous to attempt to attribute to Donatello a
tragic sense of life if that mode of vision were completely inimical to
the thought of the quattrocento. It is imperative, therefore, that the
nature of thé thinking that went on in Fiorence during the critical period
of Donatello's development--primarily the early years of the quattrocento--
be examined with respect to the components of the tragic vision.

There are two main philosophical traditions that dominate the thought
of this period of the Renaissance--the humanist and the theological. The
word humanist, as it is qpplied to the Renaissance, specifically refers to
a devotee of the studia humanitatis. Thus Renaissance humanism has a more
exact connotation than it usually receives in modern parlance, where it

has come to suggest a general emphasis on human values:

When historians speak of Renaissance humanismi..
they are referring to a broad class of Renaissance
intellectuals who...left to posterity, along with
the record of their lives and activities, vast
writings that may be roughly classified as litera-
ture, historical and philological scholarship, and
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moral thought, but which often deal with such
diverse subjects as philosophy and the sciences,
literary and art criticism, education, govern-

ment, and religion.1

It was thus the literary men of‘the day, whose sphere of activity was in

the secular world, that comprised this first tradition. The authors of

the éecond important body of thinking of the peribd, the theological tradition,
were of course men of the church.

It will be essential to arrive at some understanding of the general
thrust, the 'mainstream' of the thought which is repfeseﬁtative of this
reriod; but it will be equally important to examine in even more detail
some particular variants of this thought. There are some isolated individ-
uals—-and even'some isolated facets of individual philosophies~-that have a
particular bearing on the tragic sense of life, and that will thus deserve
special attention once the general outlines of the thought of the early

quattrocento have been investigated.

The Mainstream of Humanist Thought

In an examination of the humanism that must have had particular rele-
vance to the development of Donatello's thinking, the works of Leon Bat-
tista Aiberti have special importance. Chronologically, Alberti's ideas
occupy the same position as those of Donatello: the careers of both men
span the time between the humanists of the early quattrocento, such as
Salutati, and the later humanists, such as Ficino and Pico della Mirandola,
of the time of the Platonic Academy; the major portion of Both careers lies

in the region of relatively unsettled philosophical production between
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these two times. Moreover, John R. Spencer notes of Alberti's philosophy:

His energies were rarely directed towards
unéovering new knowledge fof a restricted
group of fellow himanists, but rather towards
making the knowledge acquired by the humanists
available to a wider audience...He was a popu-

larizer.2

This is not to say his works were meant for 'popular consumption,' however.
His treatisés, nearly all written in Latin, were certainly not directed
tbward the man in the street. Nevertheless, the nature of his writings
was aimed af a far more diverse group than that of the more specifically‘
philosophic works of earlier humanists like Salutati. The 'popularized’
humanism of Alberti--which represents a generalized summation of the humanist
thinking of the time--is most representative of the kind of philosophical
interest that Donatello, -who was, after all, an artist, and not, to the
beat of modern knowledge, & man with any formal philosophical pretentions,
was likely to have had. The added fact of Alberti's strong interest iﬁ‘the
arts would seem to justify the assumption that the two would have had
fundamentally simil;r perspectives on the thought of humanism. Fiﬁally,
the friendship between Donatello and Alberti which the latter mentions in
his On Paintigg? ﬁakes certain Donatello;s éxposure to these ideas. Thus
it would seem reasonable to give particular attention.to the ideas of
Alberti in tracing the mainstream of humenist thought.

To -understand the pfdfound change that occurred in philosophy with the

coming of the Renaissance, one must view it in contrast to the Medieval
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thought which preceded it.

Medieval philosophy had posited an unyielding hierarchy of substances,
in which man was inextricably bound. As Ernst Cassirer points out, the
system was derived from a bastardized Platonié’theory of participation,
which had come down to the Middle Ages by way of Plotinus.4 The series
of "emanations" from the One resulted in a graduated mediation of being--
giving rise to a hierarchical ranking based on ‘'closeness' to the source
of emanation. Man was viewed merely as one étage in the infinite gradation,
unable to wrest himself free from his predetermined position, and thus, from
the very basis of Medieval thought, was denied the overriding importance he
commands in a tragic view of life.

Not oﬁly did this idea of a central, divine order which pervades all
being lock man in his placé, it also meant that he was to be viewed as dbut
one small, insignificant element in the great "logico-theoiogical systema~

nd

tization"” that this order created. Within this divine order, even great
men--men such as Charlemagne, Frederick II, and those others who rose so
far above the level of the common man--were seen as relatively insignificant
in the overall scheme of the universe. That such men were more significant
than the average man was not attributed to their personal achievements, but
rather their accomplishments were seen as attributable to their relatively
higher position in the divine order.

This systematization, called by Garin the "catheﬁral of ideas,"6 so
thoroughly ordered man's way of viewing the cosmos that it left him no
possibility of experiencing the irrationality of the universe, so much a

part -of the tragic world. Suffering and fear were still facts of everyday

existence, but they were facts that were felt to be absorbed and explained
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by the prevailing order. All was secure, and the "primitive terror" which
pervades the world of tragedy was éhackled and controlied—-absorbed by the
prevailing order and éonverted into the harmless gargoyles and monsters
which decorated the churches. The terror felt by Medieval man in tﬁe face
of the plagues and other natural disasters was real, but it was not inex-
plicable; Medieval Christianity saw even man's suffefing and anxiety as
part of Go@'s benevolent plan. Within the great "cathedral of ideas" every
problem was dealt with, and every possibility delimited. Good and bad were
clearly defined. Within this theoretical structure there could be no con-
flict: and man felt that it was both impossible and undesirable to move
outgide of this structure. Certainly, man could fa;l prey to evil, but
even evil itself was a part of the all-pervading order——a far cry from

the irreducible Evil of the tragic sense of life.

Medieval man was philosophically denied the very capability for
meaningful action. The determinism demanded by belief in divine predesti-
nation meant that even when man did act he was not given ultimate credit
for his 'action.' Thus even man's activity was imbued with strong overtones
of passivity. Withih this system he was doomed to face the world passively,
experiencing the forces which acted upon him, but taking no active part in
the struggle.

Thus Medieval thought was patently antithetical to the tragic sense
of life. It obliterated the possibility of experiencing the irrationality
of the world as irrational, it precluded any possible recognition of moral
conflict, and it even destroyed the conceptual basis for action in the world—-
so much so that it led directly to an otherworldliness and a rejection of

earthly existence. As if this were not enough, it further denied man the
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importance and stature which are the prerequisites of tragedy. It is dif-
ficult to conceive of a set of beliefs that would be more anti-tragic.

The great shift in emphasis that came about with the Renaissance was
frimarily in the direction of tragedy, for without exception the humanists
of the quattrocento had, at the foundation of their philosophies, an
exaltation of the excellence and dignity of man. Man regained in the
Renaigsance the stature which had been denied him in the Middle Ages. The
importance of this world and of man's actions in it again became paramount.
Salutati wrote, "Man's vocatipn lies on this earth,"8 and Alberti similarly
believed that "the dignity of man is to be sought in work--and only in work."9

The humanists still felt the universe to be highly ordered, but in their
“view this was not so as to trap man within the system, but rather so that
the system could be comprehended by him.

The humanists believed in a rational, rather than divine, ordering of
the universe. To them, the universe was seen as homogeneous and mathemat-
ically regular. This attitude is indicative of the humanists' faith in the
basic rationality of the world and in the value of human inquiry. The

upshot of Alberti's epistemology is that since

Nature is homogeneous, the whole world is
knowable from its observable parts. Since
man, nature, and mathematics are parts of
the same whole, man has only to use mathe-

matics to understand and control nature.lo

The humanists attempted to introduce this form of rational systematization

into every field: as Roland Bainton writes, "War becomes strategy, business
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is bookkeeping, statecraft is diplomacy, art is perspective."11 Even
astrology came under this desire to control man's enviromnment. Alberti
used it "not to meddle in the world of dark forces, but to underline the
world's perfect regularity."l2

Although the order the humanists saw in the universe was rétional and
in terms of man, rather than being supra-rational and divine as was the
Medieval order, it was still systematized enough to preclude the kind of
ambiguities necessary in the tragic idea of the world. The "dark, unresolved

mysteries"13

of which Nietzche wrote simply-could not exist in a world that
was so highly ordered and compietely understandable by human reéson.

Even within the confines of this rational order, however, one sees that
the seeds of tragedy have already been sown. Man stands in a much more im-
portant relation to the cosmos than he had in the Medieval schematization.
He is no longer completely immersed in its order. As Niebuhr says, "The
concept of individuality, rooted in the idea of the greatness and uniqueness
of man, implies his freedom."l4 Moreover, this new order is one which he
can comprehend, and thus he is viewed philosophically as playing a greater

and more active role in it. In the writings of Ficino, man's soul places

him in a critical central position in this universal order:

This is the greatest of all miracles in nature.
A1l other things beneath God are always one
single being, but the soul is all things to-
gether...Therefore it may be rightly called
the center of nature, the middle term of all
things, the series of the world, the face of

all, the bond and juncture of the universe.15
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Thus man becomes the fulcrum between time and eternity, ennobled and given
stature within the system of which he is a part.

The Medieval and Renaissance views of Fortune are diametrically op-
posed. Medieval philosophy held the anti;tragic view that man was at the
complete mercy of forces beyond his control. It was the conception of the
'Wheel of Fortune,’' which "sometimes raises man up, sometimes plunges him
into the abyss."l6 In the Renaissance, opiniqns on Fortune swung to the
other extreme, making man the master of his destiny. The humanists were
well aware of the inexplicahble events that can change the whole course of
a man's life, and they recognized, in their view of Eate, that these facts
were largely beyond the control of man. Nevertheless, most humanists
insisted on man's ability to defend himself in the face of Fate. 1In the
Albertian view, "The current of Fortune will‘not drag away any man who,
trusting in his own strength, makes his way in the current as anbable

nl7 The Albertian principle of "virtfi vince fortuna" looks upon

swimmer.
Fortune as an obstacle in the path of human achievement. It is a factor
with which man must contend if he is to accomplish his ends; yet it is a
factor which man can always overcome providing his cause is just and his
actions are virtuous. In swinging from the Medieval viewlof man helplessly
at the mercy of Fortune, to that of man as the conquerer and master of
Fortune, the humanists exchanged one anti-tragic position for another.

The tragic sense of life requires a concept of Fortune that is delicately -
balanced between these opposite:poles. Man must be able to act in the

face of Fortune, if tragedy is to be possible; but the idea that a vir-

tuous man may be confident in his ability to be victorious over Fortune

robs man's actions of any potential tragic implication. In passing from
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one extremity of opinion to the other, the quattrocento humanists passed
over the tragic view which is péised somewhere in between.

In similar fashion, the humanists over-reacted to the pessimism and
asceticism of the Middle Ages. This fundamentally anti-tragic mood was
replaced by an equally anti-tragic, all-pervading mood of confidence.

In the Preface to Alberti's Qg;;QLFhmigiia,,"all pessimism and asceticism
_ are banished and replaced by assurance of the value of human wor‘k."l8

It is not difficult to understand this Albertian confidence that the
virtuous man will triumph, when one recognizes the perfect regularity and
‘rationality of the world. Alberti envisioned a world "that was organtzed

nl3 In such a world, where man can

as harmonious;y ag one of his palaces.
discover the answers to all of life's questions through rational inquiry
alone, suffering--in the tragic sense--has no intrinsic value. Suffering
can gtill retain the otherworldly importance which Christianity assigns to
it:; it can remain a mark of the pious resignation to the vicissitudes of
1life which leads to reward in the world to come. But tragedy is interested
in a different sort of suffering--suffering that can have meaning within
the realm of immediate experience. Such suffering depends on earthly
action, questioning, and resistance and is a means to human understanding
of existencé. There is no room for such a process in a rationally knowable
world like that of Alberti. Moreover, in such a world tragic conflict is
not even possible. The ambiguities that accompany every moral chdice in
the tragic world, could, in the world of the humanist, be resolved through
the application of man's analytical powers. Wan could always determine

1ogically, in a perfectly regular world, which alternative he should choose.

He could ascertain which aslternative was good, and which was bad; in a per-
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fectly regular world there could never be conflicting goods. There can
be no tragedy when man is faced with a decision between alternatives which
he sees as clearly right and wrdng. It is only when he is put face to face -
with conflict-—-when he is caught betﬁeen guilt and necessity--that the primi-
tive terror, the uﬁderlying irrationality, can come tp the surface and make
the situation tragic. There is no room for irrationality in a perfectly
rational, Albertian world; and it is not surprising to note, with Garin,
that there is no idea of real conflict in his writings.20
In the view of the humanists, the virtuous man was no longer the poor,
self-effacing, solely religious man of the Middle Ages, but rather the well-
rounded uomo universale. The ideal in the Renaissance‘is that of tﬁe
balanced man, in whom "All virtues should be combined in a harmonious
whole conducive to dignified actions and behavior."21 In general this change
represents a move toward the tragic view, in so far as it affirms the
importance of man and his earthly actions. Nevertheless, the stature
it affirms is not in any sense synonymous with the 'nobility' of the tragic
figure. Tragic nobility is that strength of character vwhich allows the
hero to act outside the conventions of his society; it is what supports him
in his probing of the unanswered quesfions which lie outside the accepted
systematized view of the world. There is no such sense of nobility in
Alberti.22 In the humanist conception, the virtuous man acts within the
order of the world; there is no sense of man needing to question the
presuppositions of that order. The humanists held a much more mundane
view of the whole moral process, in which "excellence of character and good

n23

works are the aims of morality. The relation between virtue and

expediency was not at all clearly defined, and they usually concluded,
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Church, where the weight of traditi§n provided a sﬁbstaﬁtial obsfacle to
the acceptance of new ideas. Ne&ertheless, one sees in the writings of
Anténinq,_the Archbishop of.Florence, and Dominjici, his teacher, the pro-
found changes that actually did take placé in‘the thgoiogical thought of
the early quattrocento. The writinés of these two men, both of whom were
very much a part of the ChuréhAestablishmen{, provide a good index of the
mainstream of contemporary theological thoﬁght.

In general, religious thinking was moving in the same directions as
the humanist thought of the time, if not as far. Compared with the theclogy
of the Middle Ages, this new reliéious thought showed a marked recognition
of the importance of man and his earthly vocation. Theology became more
concerned with man's ethical behavior in the performance of his everyday
tasks. Dominici's Regols de governo di cura familiare and Antonino's Summa
Theoiogica deal with the problems of ethical behavior in everyday life-~in
a manner not unlike that of the Isgogicon moralis disciglinae of the humanist,

21 In so far as this new approach places more emphasis on

Leonardo Bruni.
man and his activities, it is drawing nearer to the tragic conception of
iife.

Yet all this new interest still takes place in a strongly religious
context. Despite an increasing belief in man's importance, Gpd's supreme
position still rendered human endeavor of slight significance by comparison.
This fact restricted what in humanist circles became a complete swing
toward the importance of manvand his works. In some ways this restriction
might have made the theological view more compatible with tragedy: it

avoided the anti-tragic overconfidence of the humanists. This restriction

was too total, and too selective, however, to be in accordance with the
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tragic sense of life: it was like admitting that Job could indeed "main-
tain his ways," bﬁt then adding that this, of course, éould not be done |
before God.

To the theologian, man remained frimly entrenched in the hierarchy of
substances. There was some new emphasis plgced on the intermediate position
of man~--his soul placing him in contact with‘the immaterial and his body
placing him in contact with the corporeal--but for the most part his con-
tact with the gorporeal waé viewed, in the tradition of'Augustine, as a
factor which denied man the possibility of direct apprehension of the in-
telligible, rather than as anything positive.

The religious thinkers of the quattrocento naturally did not adopt a
view of Fate similar to that of the hﬁmanists. In lieu of such a view, they
continued to adhere to the traditionally Qhristian view of Divine Providence.28
But Divine Providence, unlike the Albertiah view of Fate, is not something
which can or should be conquered. When a righteous God, in His wisdom, pre-
ordains earthly events, it is only proper that man accept these events as
being ultimately justified. Such an acceptance of all that the world holds
in store for man, however, denies to man the right of tragically objecting
to his lot. One feels that these theologians would be theoretically in-
capable of comprehending the tragic implications in a situation such as
that of Job. In accordance with their philosophical beliefs, they would
see Job as having only two possible reéponses: that suggested by the Coun-
selors, to admit guilt and pray for redemption, or that of Job's wife, to
"Curse God and die." They wduld have recognized his ability to accept his
fate as having been ordained by God in his ultimate wisdom, and thus to

acquiesce; and they even would have recognized the possibility that he
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might refuse God's merciful justice, renouﬁce God, and lose his soul.

These theologians would not, however, have seen as a possibility the tragic,
middle course that Job actually took——affirming his faith in God, but re-‘
fusing to accept the justice of his fate. Such a possibility did not exist
for one who firmly believed in Divine Providence.

Nevertheless, despite their adherence to the idea of Divine Providence;
these theologians left some area for human freedom—-and this was in the
sphere of merality. This freedom was strictly limited in its scbpe, however.
To these. theoclogians, morality reduces to the problem of choosing the correct
alternative. Moral acts are deliberaté, human acts--that is, they are rational
acts, acts taken with their ends in view. For two reasons, the quattrocento
theologians came to the anti-tragic conclusion that these moral acts were
never neutral, but rather that they were always either good or bad: first,
they adopted the Thomist view that the moral law originated.ultimately from
God, and that it was, therefore, absolutely correct;29 and second, they
felt that man could not fail to know this law because it was natural law,

30

being based upon human nature itself. Under such assumptions, man's not
acting in accordance with morality can result only from his failure to ap-
ply the moral law which he knows is correct. Any act contrary to accepted
moral norms is attributable to man's falling prey to his passions and not
willing in accordance with his reason. As in Alberti, there is no sense
of conflicting goods--man has only to follow the dictates of his reason

to be morally correct. As in Aristotle, moral virtue reduces to mere
habit--derived from repeated right actions, and thus the product of proper

‘upbringing. The religious view holds that man has only to overcome his

lowly passions in order to live correctly. There is no room in this
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gystem for real confliéf, no room for authentic moral dilemma--and thus no

room for tragedy.

Mainstream Thought: Conclusions

In general, both the humanist and the theological thought of the early
quattrocepto was moving away from the anti—trag;c world of the Middle Ages
and toward.a world in which tragedy was possible. In both traditions, there
was a fundamental recognition of the stature and importance of man and of
the significance of his actions. This recognition is crucial, for in a
‘world in which the importance of man in his earthly activities is denied,
as in the NMiddle Ages, there is no poséibility of man seeing his situation
as tragic. He can see the pathos of his suffering, but without a firm
belief in the intrinsic, immédiate value of that suffering he can never see
it as having tragic proportions. By again focusing>on the significance of
human endeavor, the quattrocento had taken the first, essential step toward
restoring the possibility of tragedy.

The "cathedral of ideas," the Medieval synthesis of which man had
been so insiénificant a part, was at last beginning to break down. Theo-
logians, while still accepting the basic ordering principle behind this
systematization, were now emphasizing the importance of man's position
ﬁithin the system. The humanists replaced the idea of an unintelligible
divine order imposed from without with a conception of a mathematically
ratibhal, natural order whiéh could be comprehended from within. As man
gained significance within his system, the system began to lose the

ultimate authority it had once appeared to have. It was no longer an



inscrutable, divine system which was beyond human understanding; and as
man became more confident in hié belief that he ﬁnderstood this order, he
becﬁme more aware of facts that did not seem to be accounted for by it.

In the Middle Ages it was simply assumed that these aberrationsimust have
been reducible to part of the order, even if man could not understand how
this ﬁas done. In the Renaissance, with its new faith in human capebility,
this assumption could no longer so easily be accepted.' The suffering and
ills of society posed a great problem for the thinkers of the Renaissaﬁce,
for the& were not harmonizable with their 'rational system." With the
exceptioﬁ of éertain_men who will later be discussed, however, the common
response to the opposition between what was and what philosophically should
have been was that of Alberti--to ignore those facets of experience that
were not in harmony with‘his theoretical thought. Yet the seeds were
planted, and.the unquestioned, all-encompassing validity of the philosophical
order was not long to remain unchallenged.

The humanists also moved in the direction of tragedy in crediting
man with the ability to oppose Fate. Although they went too far by con-
cluding that man could conguer Fate, they had succeeded in opening the way
for more truly tragic approaches.

Although the mainstreams of early Renaissance thought had moved sub-
stantially closer to a tragic view of life, they still rémained anti-tragic
in several important respects. They both still firmly held to the
Medieval belief in an all-pervading order which would exclude the unre-
solved questions and doubts that are so essential to tragedy. They
believed the world to be too rational and systematic to admit any irration-
ality.

Neither humanism notr theology had any sense of tragic conflict or
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moral dilemma. To the humanist, the world was perfectly regular and com-
pletely knowable, and thus man had only to apply his ﬁnalytic powers to
determine what was right. To the theologian, the knowledge of what was
right was innate in the very nature of man, and thus man just had to will
in accordahce with his reason. In such systems, man could not be forced
into the tragic situation_df being caught between the guilt and necessity
of having to choose between conflicting goods.

Réligioué thought adhered too closely to the essentially Medieval con-
cept of Divine Providence. This concept tended to reduce all the problems
that befall man into justified facets of some benevolently pre-ordained
divine plan, and thus denied man the right to duestion the very aspects of
existence that the tragic.man refuses t6 accept. '

Humenist thought, on the other haﬁd, was too confident in its belief
in the ultimate victory of man over these problems. It had no sense of the
fact that man can indeed be swept away by Fate, as so many of the greatest
tragic héroes eventually are. This belief, since it denies the magnitude
of the tragic plight of man, is Just as antithetical to a tragic conception
as the Medieval view of man being totally at the mercy of Fate.

The early quattrocento was certainly not a time that was inimical to
the tragic sense of life, as was the ﬁiddle Ages. A tragic sense of life
simply could not have existed in the Middle Ages. Not even the most
individual Medieval genius could have viewed the world in such a fashion,
for the basic, mainstream mode of vision of that time was too antithetical
to the prerequisites of tragedy.

In the qﬁattrocento, the mainstreanm of thought, despite the many

anti-tragic elements that were still present, had moved close enough to
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philbsophy; it is only sincé Kierkegaard and the existentialists that the
tragic sense of life has found any real philosophical expression. To demon-
strate that there was a tragic sensibility alive in Donatello's day it will
asuffice to show that all the prerequisite elements were pfesent in one form
or another.

One tragic elément that was more prominent in fhe &ears just before
-the period of Donatello's prime, but that was most ceftainly still present
throughout the period was the idea of active involvement in the world. The
mainstream of Renaissance thought placed a great deal of emphagis on the
importance of man's earthly works, but never were the elements of activity
and involvemént streséed more insistently than in the writings of Salutati.
For him, "political life and intellectual activity were...brought together."31
In Salutati one sees the compiete rejection of the monkish asceticism and
passivity that are so antithetical to tragedy. He ﬁrote in a letter: '"Do
not imagine that one can seek perfection by fleeing from the crowd..."32
That this tragic emphasis on activity existed during the actual time of
Donatello is attested by its presence in the works of Alberti and by the
reappearance of this theme after his time in the writings of Pico della
Mirandola, who believed that "the dignity of man resides not in his being,
but in his gg;gg."33 Nor was this theme found only in the humanist thought
of the time. S. Bernardino, a popular preacher of the time, not only

54

"agreed with the humanist emphasis on the dignity of man,”" "  but he also

professed a deep mistrust of the solitude and passivity of the monastery.35
He, like Salutati and Pico, insisted on a life of activity.

Despite the general desire for systematization, there was a marked

sentiment against allowing man to be confined or his freedom curtailed by
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such systems. The seeds out of which this sentiment grew were probabiy
planted by the systems themselves-~in their assigning so much importance
té the position man was to inhabit within them. It is invPico, however,
that man is finally able to free~himsé1f from this hierarchy altogether.
Pico envisions God having created man with no predetermined nature, but
rather with'the ultimate freedom to be able to create this nature for -

himself:

‘We have given thee, Adam, no fixed seat, no
form of thy very own, no gift particularly
thine, that...thou mayest...possess as thine
own seat, the form, the gifts which thou
thyself shalt desire...In conformity with -

thy free judgment in whose hands I have

placed thee, thou art confined by no bonds,

and thou wilt fix the limits of thy nature for
thyself...Neither heavenly nor earthly, neither
mortal nor immortal have We made thee. Thoui..
art the moulder and maker of thyself...Thou
canst grow downward into the lower natures which
are brutes. Thou canst again grow upward from
the mind's reason into the higher natures which

36

are divine.

Here is the real essence of tragedy: man with the freedom to carve his

own nature out of existence; man unbridled by social norms and precon-
ceptions about his position in the universal order. As Albert Camus recog-
nized in The Myth of Sisyphus, however, absolute freedom of this variety

is not merel& a privilege--it is a great burden. The man who is free to

determine his own nature becomes responsible for that which he is. He has
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no one whom he can blame for his shortcomiﬁgs-éxcept himself. He cannot
pass this blame on to society, the church, or even God. He is "confined
by no bonds," and thus he can appeal to no syétem. If he chqoses he can,
like the %tragic hero, go beyond the limits of éll rational systems--where
he will be face to face in tragic confrontation with the underlying ir-
rationality of the world, the "primitive terror." Pico's man is not far
from knowing the "terrible ambiguity of immediate experience.”

There -is & philosophic controversy in the fhought of thebquattrocento
that has a great bearing on the possibility of the tragic sense of life.
It centers sbout a disagréement over which is the primary human faculty--
the reason or the will.

In general, the mainstream of Renaissance thought, and particﬁlarly
theological thought, believed that reason wés primary. This belief led to
the idea that man rationally ‘'knows' what is right, and that the will has
only the secondary function of willing in accordance with the reason. As
has been seen above, this idea reduces the moral process to a mere over-
coming of man's lower passions, and, most important, precludes any pos-
8ibility of conflicting goods.

-In such a framework, the possibility of conflict can only exist when
the will is primary. There can be no moral dilemma as long as morality
is merely acting in accordance with reason. It is only when the reason
cannot ascertain which alternative is the right one--when man must act in
accordance with his will and not his reason--that he can be faced with a
tragic conflict. For it is in the situation where man must will something
without the comfort of 'knowing' that he is right, that he is caught up in

the tragic opposition of guilt and necessity.
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As one might expect, it is men like Salutati--men who are more
generally disposed to see the tragic potential of life--who hold tg the
principle of the primacy of the will. S. Bernardino, a churchman who has
already béen cited foi some of the "tragic“ features of his thought, was
one of the few theoclogians who was able to break with the Thomist belief
in the primacy of reason that was so widely held in the church. S. Ber-

nardino wrote:

The will is the empress of all the powers
of the soul and of all our emotions; the

will rules over our mind...

Good will is the empress of the whole universe.37

It is in Salutati that these thoughts have their origin--S. Bernardino

was the student of one of Salutati's pupils, Giovanni da Spoleto;38 and
it is in his writings that they find perhaps their best expression. He
recognized that "Man is free through a free act of the will, whereas re-
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liance on reason would prove to him thaf freedom is impossible.”
also realized the tragic stature ﬁan gains through this freedom when he
wrote that a good will "makea us fellow workers with God."40

The man who comes the closest to actually recognizing in his writings
the existence of the "unresolved questions" and underlying irrationality
of thg universe is Nicolas of Cusa. Although Nicolas was not a Florentine
and had little influence on the main course of philosophical thought there,

there is evidence that his ideas were at least known in the city.41 Etienne

Gilson claims that Nicolas recognized
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The thickness of a reality whose very essence,
since it is permeated with the presence of the

infinite, is the coincidence of opposites.42

In the divine order these opposites may be reduciblé and may be made to
coincide harmoniously, but in the realm of immediate experience--the world
in which the tragic figure must operate--they =tand in.unresolvable con-
flict. Moreover, Nicolas admitted the limitations inherent within the. human
reason. As Cassirer points out, Nicolas realized that there could be "no
progression from rational or empirical truths [which man could know-_l to ab-
solute truths (ﬁhich were forever_beyond man's?knoﬁléége n43 He still re-~
mained true to the idea that absolute truths existed in the world of spirit,
but he rejected the belief that these truths could be known in the material
world. Nicolas thus denied the Albertian idea of a world whose secrets were
entirely open to human understanding, and substituted in its.place the
tragic view of a world in which there may exist "dark, unresolved mysteries"
that the mind can simply never fationally comprehend.

These variants,aéﬁonstrate that in addition to a general trend of
thought that was open to fhe tragic sense of life, there Qere particular
sets of philosophic beliefs that seem incipiently tragic. Salutati, Nicolas
of Cusa, S. Bernardino, and Pico-~all these men believed strongly in the
principle of active participation in the world, and all that this principle
implies. They were far more open than the mainstream thought of the day
to the idea of conflict, because they were not convinced that the intellect
was either primary or perfectable. Lastly, one finds in their writings more
recognition of the possibility of experiencing the underlying irrationality

of the world, because they were less confident in the all-encompassing
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nature of the rational order that their contemporaries felt so sure was
all-pervading. These elements, though not carried to their full tragic
conclusion in the works of these men, provide the basis of a fundamentally

tragic sense of life.

The Mood of the Early Quattrocento

There is an historic mood which is associated with the tragic sense
of life. Tragedy does not appear in periods of ideological stability, when
a socially accepted order of the universe provides man with a coherent and
gustaining way of life."44 When man is confident that he can understand
and control the forces of the world, there can be no tragedy. It is only
"when for reasons internél and external, spiritual and sociological, the

questions of ultimate justice and human destiny seem suddenly to have been
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jarred loose again" ~ that the world can be viewed tragically.

Roland Bainton points out that although the mood of the Renmissance

is "commonly represented as exuberant, unconcerned, blithe, without twinges
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of conscience, pangs of remorse, or tremors of anxiety,”’ it is equally

47

as true that there was "at the same time a strain of melancholy" ' running

through the period. As Bainton notes:

The exuberance of the Renaissance is not to

be exaggerated...Renaissance man was not so sure
of his knowledge. Nicolaus of Cusa pushed to

the upper limits the reach of human understanding

and eventuated in learned ignorance, docta ignor-

antia...Some even made a virtue.of necessity and

acquiesced in ignorance on the ground that



knowledge puffed one up. Neither did Renais-
sance man feel so certain that he was the

naster of his fate...

Expressions of despondency were not uncommon.48

Many Renaissance men became aware of the disérepanciesvbetween existing
conditions and the conditions that were envisioned asbfollowing naturally
from their philosophical systems. To them it was,becoﬂiﬁg undeniably clear
that‘the 'system' was not so comprehensive. There weré f&cets of experience
that simply did not reduce to the rational explanations of the systems which
claimed to contein them, and Renaissance man could not say, with his Medie-~
val counterpart, that the paradox was attributable on}y to his lack of under-
standing. There.were those who, like Alberti, attempted to salvage the
validity of their theéretical systems by ignoring those facets of experience
that seemed to call them into doubt: Leonardo Bruni, for example, wished
to see Florence's victory over Milan as attributable to the city's virtue,
disregardingithe fact that the city would have fallen to its enemy had it
not been for the plague that killed Gian Galeazzo Visconti and immobilized

his attacking force.49

Yet not everyone could close these facts out of their
conséiousness. The above discusséd variants of Renaissance philosophy reflect
a growing recognition of the reality of these problems} and once these prob-
lems are recognized, the claim to all-encompassing validity of the theoretical
order begins to crumble.

‘There would certainly seem to have been another side to the mood of

the Renaissance than that of the Albertian exuberance. As J.H. Plumb notes,

"The contradiction of povefty, suffering and pain amid a world of profusion,
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extravagance and delight stirred the consciences of sensitive men."SO
Even at the beginning‘of the period, the doubts and uncertainties in the
minds of some men'make.one aware, with Cassirer, that the shadow of
Savonarola was on the horizon long before he appeared on the scene.51

Savonarola represents the complete reaction away from the confidence
and exuberance of Alberti. His ascetic mysticism involves a negation and
contempt of the world. Although he burned for heresy in 1498, he had
received a great deal of popular support.52

Despite its diametric opposition to the spirit of humanist thought,
one finds distinct traces of Savonarola in the philosophies of certain
humanists. Cassirer notes that there were "many episodes in the life of
Picino that foreshadow this sort of thing.“s3 The clearest case of
Savonarola's actual influence on humanist thought comes in the life of
Pico. Though at first Pico was filled with a typically humanist, unlimited
faith in the capability of human rationality and belief in the ideals of
culture, later a high degree of asceticism and negation worked its way
into his thought, until finally "Pico was won over by Savonarola at the
end of hig life."54

In the mid-ground between the extreme moods of Savonarola's asceticism
~and the humanists' exubefance, there existed a mood which was conducive to
the tragic sense of life. It should not be surprising that the men one
finds inhabiting this mid-ground are the same ones whose philosophic variants
on the mainstream thought of the time have already been cited for their
tragic import. Men such as Salutati, S. Bernardino, Nicolas of Cusa, and

Pico, could never participate fully in either the blind confidence of Alberti

or the asgetic denial of Savonarocla. Their mood was somewhere in between~-—
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affirming the validity of human endeavor, yet recognizing the limits of
human capability and the existence of real suffering that results from

them. It is in this sort of mood that tragedy exists.



4, THE SPACE OF DONATELLO

The artist creates the space in which his figures are to act. Archi-
tect, painter, and sculptor are all involved in the creation of inhabitable
spaces. The sculptor and painter have the advantage of actually populating
these spaces themselves, however, while the architect must make his spaces
'generally populatable.' Nevertheless, all are involved in the production
of spaces for habitation in one way or another.

Since the artist creates in accordance with his mode of vision, the
nature of his space--of the world he creates~-will be analogous to the way
he views the world in which he lives. The potential for action in his
artistic world will be the same as the potential he sees in his own world.
Thus it should be poséible, through an analysis of the space created by
a given artist, to arrive at an idea of that artist's mode of viewing the
world itself.

In the case of a sculptor, the nature of the created.space is more

easily determined from reliefs than from statuary. The sculptor does create

the space around even free-standing sculpture, but-he does so only implicitly.

In reliefs the sculptor, like the painter, is required to do se explicitly.
- Thus there can be less doubt as to the implications of a sculptor's space

in his reliefs than in any other manifestation of his art.

Early Trends in Donatello

The St. George and the Dragon (Plate IA) is almost certainly the

earliest example of Donatello's relief sculpture that is known. The
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documents place the date of the sale to the armorers'‘and swordsmiths'
guild of the marble relief slab in February, 14l7i1 And, as Janson notes,
"The style of the St. _(ieggg_e relief seems fully compatible [with this
date:]."2

. In this panel, the earliest of all Donatello's reliefs, one already
finds much the same feeling for space that is to be characteristic of his
more mature style. The nature of the "deep, continuous space"3 that so
astounded Janson contains, if only in seminal form, the same elements that
are to distinguish tﬁe treatment of space in Donatello's later works.

The St. George panel, and especially the building at the right of the
scene, represents an early use of linear perspective by Donateilo (Plate II).
Nevertheless, this relief is not completely governedkby a scientifically
accurate perspective representation: the orthogonals only tend to converge,
but do nof do 86 in any strict sense. Instead Donatello is freely applying
the general principles of linear perspective to create a space to contain
his figures. The orthogonals of thg_side wall and of the incised pattern
of the floor, although they do not move toward a single vanishing point,
at least converge on a general area.

Tt is difficult to determine from the St. George relief just how much
Donatello did know about the theoretical principles of linear perspective.

As Janson observes,

the entire building is not "constructed" with
ruler and compass but sketched freehand, so
that it defies any test of accuracy in the

mechanical sense.4
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extend the illusion of depth to the farthest

horizon.6

+One finds such an atmospheric creation of depth in the hilly landscape of
the background of the St. ge;gggg relief (Plate IB).

Sck;ggciato‘reiief results in a more pictorially created spéce, in
which the'picture plane is not as broken as in normal relief. Schiacciato
respects the integrity of 'the relief'sufface in 8 way that the high relief
of someone such as Ghiberti cannot; and it is in the integrity of this
surface that one first finds the tension between surface and depth that

becomes so important in Donatello's léter reliefs.

Brunelleschi and Donatello: Linear Perspgctive

in Two Different Views of the World

Pilippo Brunelleschi was, according to John Pope-Hennessy, "The
greatest architect of the eafly Renaissance, the discoverer of linear per-
spective, and oﬁe of the prime influences on'the developmentvovaenaissance
style.“7 He provides an enlightening foil for the development of Donatello,
for his use of linear perspective and the nature of the spaces he creates
with if are very much different in:feeling from that of Donatello, although
they‘are based on the same fundamental theoretical principles. Moreover,
one should not belmisled into the assumption that this difference arises
from any theoreti;al information one or the other may have been lacking:
not only were these two men contemporaries (Brunelleschi lived from 1377

to 1446), but it is also a well documented fact that they were friends;8
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Although Brunelleschi was the first Renaissance artist to achieve a
scientifically accurate systematization of the laws of perspective, to claim
that he was the inventor of perspective would be an overstafement. The
beginning of the quattrocento was marked by a genergl increase in claésical
learning; and one of the scienceé which aroused interest on the part of
Renaissance scholars was that of optics. This intereét led early in the
period fo some elementary treatises on perspective.9 What is even more
sigﬁificant, ho&ever, is that there weré other artists;—particularly Donatello
and the painter, Masaccio--who were also beginning to employ pers?ective
.techniques in their works at the same time as Brunelieschi.

~ Brunelleschi does deserve credit for his systematization of perspective.
In 1417, in connection wifh his plans for the dome of the Cathedral of
Florence, he constructed two perspective panels--unfortunately now lost--
which embodied his formulation of the laws of perspective construction.
His system was a one point linear perspective of the type that was to
become typical of the Renaissance. The perspective of the panels represents
a systematic way of controlling space according to a mathematically regular
diminution towards a single vanishing point. Brunelleschi thus achieved
a ‘coherent, logical representation of space that could be rationally compre-
hended through mathematical proportion.

This system, and the feeling of man's stable centrality which derives
from his being logically integrated into the larger whole of.the space it
creates, are substantially the same as that of the perspectivé systém
which was later worked out by Alberti. 1In both systems mathematics serves
as a means by wﬁich space is created and controlled. Such space is naturally

homogeneous, continuous, and rationally understandable throughout--both to
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those who act within it and to those who observe it from without.

It must be remembered that the primary reason for Brunelleschi's use
of perspective was to create an envifonment which man could grasp in terms
of himself. The world Brunelleschi sought to create was quite different
from'thaf of the Gothic cathedral, in which man stood in aﬁe amid the incompre-
hensible wonders of the image of the divine order. Medieval man was.supposed
to recognize his insignifiéance in tﬁe face of an all-pervading order which
was beyond his comprehension; In general, Renaissance man wanted to recog-
nize his importance in a world whicﬁ was in harmony with his rational facul-
ties aﬁd which could thus be totally known and controlled by him. To men
éuch as Brunelleschi, a Renaissance building had to be.one in which man could
feel confident and secure amid a.compreheﬁdible order that was rational and
in terms of himself. Adherence to the laws of perspective makes a space
rationally coherent in scale, but this alone is not sufficient to satisfy
the desires of Renaissance rationality. To enable man to undersfand a
space in terms of himself is to require that the space.be in some way relat-
able to human proportions—éand Brunelleschi accomplished this through the
use of a module based upon the height of man. The measure of this module
was the braccio, a unit equal to one-third the height of a man. The con-
- struction of a space through the geometric representation of such a module
mgkes of that space a comprehensible, coherent whole.

One finds this concept of épace in even the earliest of Brunelleschi's
structures. His design of 1419 for tﬁe fagade of the Foundling Hospital
in Florence, for example, demonstrates this principle of spatial construction.
Looking at this building (Plate III), the quattrocento Florentine would

certainly have been amazed by the way he was able immediately to grasp the
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plan and order of the structure. As Bates Lowry points out,

the architectonic rigcr with which - Brunelleschi
handled: ornsuéntsl d :
of each part of the bui df_
consistently clear' ‘and - precise delineation,
sharpenetl the- impact already made by the sight
~of & bui—lding composed of a- series of identiesl
units. The spectator had: the sense of compre-
~hending the whole of its: building because its
appesrance encouraged hir to believe that he
could see, benesth the surface the design that
was respohisibie bHoth for its form and for his

own experience of i‘!:.:"0

3 uniform scaling

- as well as their

. In the facade of the Foundling Hospital one feels the perf‘e_cﬁy:-?eg&lar,
~rationally eempre,he_xzsililg order that ,c.ontrol.e the en‘tim space,

~In S. Lorenzo, one of Brunelleschi's churches in'-FIcrenee, one sees
how he made use of g_goinetric re’petifion to confrol the space '..cf:a«nr entire
building. In S. Lorenzo Brunelleschi took an established: bui&ding type—-
a basilica of the La,tin cross. variety—-and subjected it to his ‘character-
istically rigorous mathematical diecipline (Pigure 1).- !hmng the square
ofn the .crossing for his module, he. exectly, repeated it in-the transept and
choir. The nave, which is comprised of fcur of these units, he subdivided
into eiéht rectangular bays--the width of each being equal to the side of
‘the module, anhd 'l;he length _eqp‘a;gli to one'-half of this. The aisle bays are
squares, ‘the si’iesv of which ha;e one-half those of the mociule; the chapels
of the transept are squares of the same size as the aisle bays. Thus, as

Peter Murray notes,



1

FIGURE

Puan oF S, Lorenzo, pecun 1421, Frorence

BRUNELLESCHT
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The spectator standing in one of the aisles

looks across the transept to the opening of

a

chapel which is related in size %o the nave

:'hafw

is totally

At approximately the same time Brunelleschi was working on 5. Lorenzo,
¥ 2

Donatello was at work on a bronze relief of the Feast of Herod for the Font

of the Baptistry of Siena (Plat@ V)alﬁ In this work Donatello demonstrates
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that his knowledge of the laws of perspective has developed considerably
since the rather rudimentary use he made of perspective in the St. George
panel. It is obvious that here Donatello’s use of perspective is based on
& theoretical understanding of the optical principles involved.
I% is generally sgreed that Donatello crested in the pictoriasl archi-

o o

tecture of the Herod relief s quite convincing epace: yet it must be noted

that this spsce is noit the same as the simple, methematically measurable
leschian vergspective, there are two distinctly separate points lfoward which
the orthogonals converge {Figﬁ?& 2). Below the wall which isolates the
foreground of the velief is a point at which the orthogonals of the incised
floor and other elements of the Toreground cornverge. Above this same wall

iz the vanishing point for the orthogonals of the background elements.

Both of

[

hese points lie on the verticsl line which bhisects the yelief
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tois also worth noting that both points lie well above the hori

zontal center of the velief--mogt certainly to compensate for the low posi-
tion the panel was to occupy on the Font.

The effect of these two distinet vanishing points is to render the
space discontimous:  backeground and foreground are nob seen as part of

a single, homogensous space. Charles Seymour concludes that Donatello

purposely created such a space to obiain

an effect of conflict which might arise because
of the divergence of perspective points precisely
vhere, in & ‘normal’ view of the harmony of

14

nature, they would coincide at one centric point.



FIGURE 2

PERSPECTIVE SKETCH OF THE FEAST oF HeRob,
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That this is not & "normal’® view of nature is not surprising, however,

Ity

or the

0]

vent that is being portrayed is in no way normal In the Biblical
0y }-5 ¥ 4, 3 £ % o
account of the story™ 7, Herod's dsughter, Salome, dances before her father
at a banguet in his honor. To show his gratitude, Herod offers to grant
her any favor that she may request. The girl, at the suggestion of her
mother, asks for the head of St. John on a vlatter: and Herod grants the

sadistic reguest,
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agnitude cannot be absorbed into a rationally coherent sys-
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tem. This is the type of irreducible Evil which shakes such systems st their
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very foundations. It is the kind of Bvil that justifiably resulis in spsce
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being ‘out of joint'==in much the same way that "time is out of Joint™ due
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to the Bvil present in the world Shakespeare cre
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could see this potential in the situation which he was depiciing--and that
he altered his space to accomodate this potentisle-indicates that he must
have had a view of life that would allow for the presence in the world of
such Evil and injustice.

Not only did Donatello adjust his space to accomodate the potential he
saw in this event, but he aglso altered the traditional iconography of the
theme &ccaréingiyslg A% the right of the panel he adds two extras servants
who turn to leave the scene of the gory event; and, more imporitanily, he
adds two swall boys at the lower left (Plate VI). These children flee
from the terrifying sisght of the severed head which is being presented to

Hevrod. The one has stumbled in his haste. Yet their glance is back toward

That Donatello
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the main action, and their eyes remain riveted on the source of their

fright. The guests at the banguet, and even Herod himself, draw back in

horror from the physical evidence of the evil deed which has been perpetrated.
Donatello must have recognized in the theme he was portraying "the cole-

15
laspse of natural law and divine goodness,”

as Seymour claims: and, in
recognition of this collapse, he must have created a pictorial worid in which
such things could happen. The potential of such an svent could not have been
realized within the rational, regular space of Brunelleschi. The realization
of such potential veguires the vecognition of the tension and irrationality
that lie hidden beneath the surface of such a system——and this can never

be comprehended rationally.
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relief, at the same time emphasize the integrity of the actual surface. The

surface of the relief asserts itself even more strongly due to the incised

: 0 s 2
patterning which covers the frontal planes.

<

Seymour concludes that the result of the tension created within the
pace of the relief iz that “"we are left with choices that we cannot articu-

late and reactions that we cannot reasrrange into normal patiterns of experi-

wel . . - . .
BNCS ., Donatello has thus created s world which is full of the irration-
ality and ambiguity that Brunelleschi and Alberti sought so rigorously to
exclude. He has infused the space of the relief with possibilities that a
man such sg Brunelleschi not only would not have created within his art,

but could not have recognized in his world. The artist who created the



Herod relief had a sense of life that was open to the idea of ambiguity and

unresolved guestions, of tension and irrationality, of Fvil and conflicte-

which is to say, the ides of tragedy.

Later Works

tance on the part of Donatsllo to be bound by the logleally systematic space

of Brunelleschian linsar perspective. The space he creates is rational only

to a certain point-——beyond this point there can exist unceritainties and ir-
P

rationalities. Donatello was willing to infuse his space with emotion as
well as with reason.

The tension between surface and depth that was so evident in the

| i

Herod relief reaches its height in the schiaccisto re

of the Keys to St. Peter

. o VN o . N \ . "
depth (Plate VIII). This is not, however, the mathematically measursble
space of Brunelleschi: "The atmosphere tends to produce an unlimited, but

algo indefinite gense of space.” The tension between the integrity of

the relief surface and the strong impression of depth is echosd in th

4]

nervous energy that the subtle articulation imparits to the surface.

In the Dopation relief, Donatello uses the technique of perspective
foreshortening to achieve illusionistic ends--even though this is a tech—
nigue move commonly used to achieve realistic representation. Unlike the

other figures in the marble panel, Christ is not foreshoritened. The result
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is that one is impressed more strongly by the fact that Christ is hovering

n mid-air above the Apostles. The absence of foreshortening in the figure

iy

of Christ thus results in an unrealistic representation--but one feels that
Donatello desired this result, for he realized he was dealing with an Tun-
real’ event.

Not only did Donatello sometimes allow emotional factors %o impinge

upon the rationality of his space, he st times allowed them to condidion

the entire nature of his space. Such cases
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It is said that Brunelleschi was displeased with Donatells on account

i}
<

of his work in the 014 Sacris

y==which Brunelleschi had designed.
conceivable that this dissatisfaction was due to Donatello's roundels. Thes
eight round reliefs employ architecture and perspective to create a space

1t is radically different from that of

strates, these elements are used by the sculptor "io give dirvect emotionsl
2%

expression to the narrative.”

In the relief of the Apotheosis of St. John (Plat

o)
b4
=

o

The three pillars of the forward parapet
converge, and the buildings overhead lean
in towards each other in strong vertical
foreshortening...These upwards accelerating
lines, running together, sweeping the eye
with them, give movement also to the doll-
like figure of St. John, and the zig-zag
architecture cutting across the scene is like

a springbcard for the body leaping into spac@QEQ
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The space of this roundel is not conditioned by man’s rationality but by

the emotional nature of the event that is takin

[§]

place. The architecture
conforms not to the rules of reason, but to the motion generated by the
Sgint’s rise into heaven.. Not even an event as remarkable az this could
have convinced Brunelleschi to transgress the rules of rational space.

Such & concession reguires the willingness fo adwmit that the rational order
is not, after 8ll, alleencompassing--gnd Donatello could readily admit this
into his view of the world whereas Brunslleschi never could.

In Donatello’s reliefs for the High Altar for 3. Antonio in Fadua, one
finds the sculptor combining the concept of emotionally conditioned space
that he developed in the roundels of the 0ld Saeristy with the idea of
space conditionsd by the tension between depth and surface. In these mid-

™

century reliefs, Donatells creates rather deep, complex spaces to contain
o ] s g N

the portrayed achtions; yet, at the same time, he so sitrongly patterns and

gurface is strongly evident. The spsces created in

the architecture Torm compariments in which respective facets of the action

these compartments not only contain segments of the action, but they also
are conditioned by the emotional impact of the particulsr actions they
contain--not unlike the way in which the painted architecture of Giotto was

conditioned by the action it contained. In The Ass of Rimini (Plate X),

the central volume opens up to throw into sharp relief the miraculous event
of an ass partaking of the Host which ocours within it. The crowd of
smazed onlookers obhserves the event from the volumes at the sides. In

The Speaking Babe (Plate XI), however, where thers must of necessity be a
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closer contact between the principal figures and the observers, the central

space becomes less a ceremonial device for displaying the action than an

foa

ntimate space to contain the great mass of psople who press in to hear the

babe: It has been pointed out by White that the space created is similsar
286

to that of the stage space of the theater. It would appear that this

assumption holds true not only, as White was suggesting, in so far as both

.

that Donatello creates for The Heart of
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he Viser {Plate XII), one feels a density and malleability which, although

present to some degree in tha space of pther reliefs, here finds its greastest

expression. The highly sculpbtural back wall literally molds the space it
crestes; the massive coffered barrel vault rveveals a sense of sculptural
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grandeur that simply did not exist in any building of that day.” This

lenge, moldable concept of space vaguely reminds one of the "thickness of
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reality” in the philosophy of Nicolas of Cusa, and perhaps 1t would not

P
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be going too far to assume that the space of Donastello was “permeated with

&

the presence of the infinite,’ a the world of Wicolas.

[0}

The Paduan reliefl whose space most exhibits tregic potential is that

- &

of The Miracle of the Angry Son (Plate XIII). That this should be so is

understandable, for the story portrayed in this relief has the greatest
tragic potential. It deals with a boy who kicks his mother in s moment of
sheer rage. Once his anger has subsided, the lad realizes the wickedness
of his action and is overcome by a sense of guilt. Grief=stricken, he cuis

off his foot. The moment depicted in the relief is that of S. Antonio



miraculously rejoining the severed 1limb fto the boy's body. This story cer-

el

ainly does not have to be interpreted tragically: one can dwell upon the
miraculous 'happy ending’, be secure in the beliefl that this is, in fact,
a Jjust world in which penitence is rewarded, and can thus remain totally
outside the realm of tragedy. Yet it is also possible to find in this

story great tragic potential: here is someone who acted——zand it may even
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be possible to imagine that he acted out o
should have been kicked to prevent her from commitiing some terrible act?)--
and was then so gtruck by the guilt he incurred in so doing that he cut off
his leg in remorse--much as Oedipus struck out his eyes.

Donatello’s sense of life led him b0 ses in this story its tragic

potential. Although the iconography, most ceriainly prescribed by the

of harmonious order, bubt, on the contrary, s space of tension. The main
actors are crowded into an arbitrarily defined, shallow foreground space,

ce of the central volume which recedes
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with almost dizzying rapidity behind them. Noreover, the orthogonals of

the building at the right vanish to a point so distinetly different from
those of the other elements of the relief that it is obvious the artist

consciously wrenched the building out of its normsl perspective position.

Such spatial dislocation certainly would not serve the purpose of emphasizing
. ; . , . 220

the proper order that the Saint had restored, but this "space of disjunction

would serve to underline the tragic situation of the boy cutting off his
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leg. One feels that 4if a Brunelleschi or an Alberti had been commissioned
to do this relief, he would have seen in the story only the system—affirming
elements and, oblivious %o any tragic potentialities that might have existed,
wé&lﬁ have depicted the scene completely within his completely rational,

regular space. Donatello, however, had a sense of 1ife that led him to

N

L

the liberty of brsaking the mould of a systenm that tended to obscure

such potential through iis excessive rationalily.

4 Tragic View of the Yorld

axhibiting evidence of all the component elements that together comprise

echniques that he employed were not es-
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the way in which he used them indicates a view of the world vastly dif-
ferent from that of most of his contemporaries.

For Donatello, the ordering systems created by man were not binding.
For Brunelleschi, as for Alberti, linear perspective and the rational order
it represented could be used to understand and control all space. Donatello
did not have this extreme confidence in the ability of man's ratiorality.
Linear perspective was for him merely a general principle of organization;
but it, as other such principles, had no ultimate validity as far as he
was concerned. From the St. George relief on, Donatello showed that he

had only limited faith in such man-made orders. He uses perspective only
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This world is not one in which gll is in harmony--1like the harmony
that exists between the elemenis of & Brunelleschi church. Rather it is
e world wrought with tension. This tension is echoed in the nervous energy
of his schiacciato surfaces and in the interplay between surface and depth.
Both Donatello and Brunelleschl recognized the importance and stature
of man, and accordingly geve him the central position in their spaces.
sverthsless, 1%t is only in the space of Donatello that man has the potential

for tragic action. In Brunelleschi, as in 4iberil and the mainstream of

Rensissance thouzht, man was securs in his rationality and in the system
which it cyreated. In Domatello wman was important, but his position in the
universe waz far from secure. Donatello sav in 1ife those same tragic

asvects that were recognized by Salutati, Nicolas of Cuss, 3. Bernardino,

and Pico dells Mirsndols. He saw in 1ife drrationality and tension,

anbiguity and conflict, limitations on reason and unresolve
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These are the tragic elements that are found dispersed throughout the

Thinking of these particular Rensissance philosophers, but which are found
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combined in the vision of Donstells. Certainly a mar

lock st the world in such terms must have had the capacity for tragedy.



5. A TRAGIC VIEW OF MaN

By examining the space of hie reliefl sculpture, we have seen that
Donatello's view of the world admitted the irrstionality, ambiguity, and
tension necessary for the realization of tragic potential. MWoreover, in

his treatment of certain themes we have seen him demonstrate a recognition

of the tragic potential inherent in given situations. Yet even this is nod
EEr - 4 Thamw P I IS PN iy e o o i erd s T N
sufficient to prove thaet Donatellso in fact had & tragic sense of 1ife.
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reats man. Man, as the vehicle Tor tragedy, is the crucial come
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ponent of the tragic vision. Thus it is now necessary to examine the nature

of Donatello®s view of man.

The Tragic and the A-Tragic in Donstells

An artist who has s tragic sense of life does not view evervihing as
votential for tragedy exist:
and where it does not exist, it cannot be portrayed. Shakespeare, an author

who obviously hed & tragic vision, saw it somebtiwes to vies

the world in

Ty

the historic or the comie mode. In his writings only certain situations
are interpreted tragically--and this is as it must be: any attempt to

portray lesser situations in tragic terms leads only to melodrama. Thus
an artist must adopt a mode of representation that is appropriate for the

theme which he is representing.

The St. George (Plate XIV), done by Donatello for the Armorer's Gu

fodo

id,

is an early marble sitatue in which the artist begins 4o explore the human



potential for tragedy. It has been dated to 1415-1417 on the basis of the
3
murchase date of the marble slab wheih serves as its base.™

The niche on Or San ¥Michele that the statue was designed to occcup
- &

o
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is unusually shallow, due to a staircase enclosed in the masonry behind it.
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exploits it %o pro-
Ject his figurs out into the real space of the street. The St. George is

e

niche: rather the saint appears ready to
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man., He is, as Vasari noted,

very vivid and proud: the head shows the beauty
of vouth, the brave spirit of the warrior, a

true-to-life guality terrifying in its fie
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ness, and a marvelous sense of movement {gesto
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41 muoversi) within the stone.
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The statue sbounds with this sense of aggressive motion, and this sensation
ould only have been heightened by the presence of the metal sword or lance

that the saint was designed to hold. This wespon, no longer extant, would

have nrojected aseressively out into the real space of the sireet, intensi-
by 2 & 12

This ageressive motion with which Donatello imbues the St. George is
called for by the theme which he is treating. In this theme the saint is
aggressive and active, and the sculptor chose his mode of representation

sccordingly. As Fillarvets wrote,
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When you have to do a 3t. Anthony, you should

make him loock glert, not timid. Such is the
4

.

3%. George as Donatello represented him..

Donatello captures in his St. George the moment of the story that has
the greatest tragic potential. He captures the very moment at which the
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eciding to
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saint is

His knitted brow, his sitrained glance towards
the left, tells us that it is a sudden aware-

ness of danger from that direction. The vose

rushes to some activity heed-
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r unreflective heroism—3Zhakespears provides a wealth of examples such

N

28 Hotspur and Laertes-but they are not capable of tragedy. The tragic
nero acts, but his sction is tsken with as great an awvarsness of the con-

seguences as is possible. St. George is portrayed by Donatello in that

moment in which he iz weighing the aliernatives. Charies Seymour observes

o i w o

st : RS . .
that he is "midway between defense and attack.”  The saint’s weight is on
his forward leg, but his right leg and shoulder are drawn back. Donatello’s

statue reflects a moment of innsy decision:

its emphasis was not upon corporate courage
and restraint, but upon individusl action,
and the inward struggle for decision re-

quired to take ac%ion@T
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Seymour sees the sculptor embodying in this statue the "dramatic moment...
when, under stress, the character of a youth is moulded into that of &
mang”8 and this iz the same sort of development in a boundary situation
that forms the basis for all tragedy.

The St. Louls

of To

o]

San Michele, was executed not long after the St. George. This bronze

statue and the marble niche it was to ovcupy--which was also done by, or

®

g
at least under the direction of Donatello —-were completed for the Parte

ot
[

fuelfs in ca. 1423.7 7 That the statue was indsed intended specifically
for this particulay niche--and not for the one on the fa%a&% of Santa
Jroce vhere it was placed for many vears—is widely accepted by modern
scholarship, particularly since 1845 when Bruno Bearzi discoversd in the

Ticor of the niche a socket meant to receive the bottom tip of 3%t. Louis

-
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z i
Crozier.

Som 5

agpressive or active; nor is it tense oy indecisive. Hather there is a
calm, contemplative air sbout 1t. Particularly with his body completely

shrouded in drapery, St. Louis is more of

i~

a mystical appearance than a

human presence. in fact, there is so little emphasis on "humanity® and
human action that many earlier scholars were led to doubt whether this
gtatue was "Rensissance'® enough to have besn meant for the clearly Renais-
sance formg of the niche on Or 3an Michele. WMen such as Planiscig concluded
that the St. Louis was far toc 'Gothic' ever to have been meant for the

; o . . iz . . .
Renaissance world of this niche. He also claimed that this statue was
far too large to have been housed by this particular niche: the 3t. George,

it o el

which is 209 centimeters high, is approzimately the same size as the other



niche statuary on the church; the 3t. Louis, on the other hand, stands 266

centimeters high.
The answer here, as in the St. George, lies in the fact that Donatello

was employing & style of representation chosen toc best express his theme.

In the 8%t. Louils he was not dealing with & story of courdgeous, tragic
action. Gelll recounts what must be considered a scemvhat apocryphal story

about Donatello defending his 3t. Louis:

When a friend asked him why h@ had made &

statue s0...unlike hig iwsaﬁi manner, he

o

replied that he believed that he had never
made a statue that was truer or closer to
nature than-this one. And when his friend
lsughed at this, he added: "I had %o show
that this msn rencunced a kingdom for the
sgke of becoming & frisr. V¥hat sort of =

14
:

person did that make him, do vou think?

o

t may not be possible $o place much Taith in the truth of this story, but

the principle at its cove is ceritainly sound: Donatello was asdjusting his

]
[ d
“
s

¢ ]
o
(=
i
&
=
a
Z')’a‘
*3
iﬁ
fa d
feto
[
o
o
(]
el
s
&
e
4]
=
Sﬁ
‘{-72»*
44
[}
4
‘i
by
]
o
£
vF
[
&
C
o
G
cu{m
5
43
4
i
4
A
fude
o]
=3
&
{:éa
ot
o

In order to be faithful %o am e-tragic theme, an artist must use an
a~tragic mode of representation. St. George was an active, tragic hero:
St. Louis was =z contemplative, holy man. Donstello accordingly represents
St. George as a human asctuality who challenges his world, and St. Louis as
a somewhat divine presence who confers holiness upon that world without

even having to sct. Thus the 3t. Georpe, close to life-sized, steps apg-
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in 1421, The last two, called D=I11 and D-IV by Janson, wers done between

142% and 1435.57

It has been firmly established that these two statues are
the ones commonly referred to as the Popolano and the Zuccone. There is
considerable dissgreement, however, as o which of these statues corresponds

to which of the documents. Traditionslly, DIV, called a Habakkuk in the

documents, was identified with the Zuccone, and Pope-Hennessy still meintsins

v e am o s e . R I, R o .
that this identification is corrsct. Janson and Seymour, on the other
nend, claim that the Zuccone is the earlier statue, D=TII, and that the

- . o e 9 e e ‘i N
Popolang is the Habakkuk.”” The arguments for both positions have much to

commend them, wvet neither is conclusive. Since in this study these two

-

provhets will be treated as being roughly contemporansous--bsing two later

&

examples, a8 opposed to the two sxamples executed bhefore the Abrahsm——it
will not be necessary to consider the complex problem of their exact dstes.

Therefore we can simply refer 4o the statues by their common, descriptive
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newes, and thus avoid the problem of having
of the documents.
The theme of the provhet is basically similar to all these pisces, yet

it was only after Donatello had dealt with it for seversl vears that he began
o = el

o
<
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recognize the full tragic potential of this thenme.

The idea of the prophetic life may be interpreted in many different
ways. From Rarly Christian times right through the Middle Ages, the emphasis
was always placed on the visionary aspects of this life. What was of para-

mount importance about the prophet was his close contact with Cod and his

3

resultant ability to foretell the fubure. This interpretation was far

removed from the actual 0ld Testament picture of the prophet, however. In
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the 01d Testament the emphasis was on the social, rather than the divine,

[4

context of the prophet's life. There it was the manner iun wheih the prophet
attempted to convince his people of his message that was crucially important-—-
and the way he received that message was only of secondary importence. Fore-

over, the nature of his 'message’, albeit in a religious context, was prim-
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rovhet was to reform
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proph is thus fundsmentslly different from that of the Medisval

Christian view, which concentrated on the purely visionary, mystical side
of this life.

It is obvious that the 01d Testament concept of the pr

more tragic potentiml than the Medieval Christisn concept.

Christisn view treated the provhet as = mystic—-and even an ascetig-=the

iebraic version, to be sure; but that vision was of a more moral sociely.
And his role was that of trying to propound his message in & society that
would heve wanted 1ittle to do with it. t is not an easy task 1o cone

vinee & soclety of its iniquity, and it is even more difficult to convince

o 4

i%ts members to change their ways. Tet this was the Hebraic plcture of

£y

vrophetic life, and the Hebrew prophet did indeed suffer in the process
of "maintaining his way.” One who has the tragic sense of life can easily
picture this process of suffering for one's cause--and the wisdom which is
achieved through it--as a tragic situstion.

The two early prophets Donatello carved show only a slight recognition

of the tragic potential of this situation. %o be sure, both the Beardless



and the Bearded Prophet are characterized as noble individuals, capable of

supporting tragedy. Thelr stature is monumental, and thelr resolve is that
of the man who is willing to face adversity unafraid. There is something

sad about the face of the Beardless Provhet (Plate XVI): his visage shows

the traces of suffering. Yet thers is nothing pathetic sbout him. He is
still firm in his resolve: he points insistently at the scroll he displayse-

and this scroll symbolizeg the tradition to which he has dedicated his life;

; \
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it is his ‘messspge. One feels that the Bearded Prophet (Plate XVII), oo,

has had to face much adversity. The problems he has faced would seenm to
have immersed him in a state of thoughtful examination——questioning the
meaning of his own actions, as well as these of his world; yet there is no
sign that his reseolve has been sheken in the least. These are men of great

eardliess Provhe

o

1 strength, but they are also men of great wisdom. The

is cast as & Homen orstor, and the Begrded Provhet ewudes a pensive wisdom.
hey ‘ave menwho are aware of the consequences of their actions. Noreover,

aces insists that there

l—-\‘}

they are individusls. The vivid realism of their d
aye personalities that lie behind them, and the viewer Teels as though he

is confronted with distinct ingd ?ﬁ@&&i%u{FijﬁT@ 3y, Ne ggyunaiésé@ the total
feeling of these statues is not tragic. One feels that Donatello may quite
naturally 8%iil have besn operating under a more standard Christian interpre-
tation of the prophetic role. His first two prophets seem to lack the active

involvement so much a part of the 014 Testament view of the prophet--and

of the tragic sense of life. The Beardless Prophet is depicted in terms

of a Roman orator, and as such he maintains a certain smount of distance
from his message. He lacks the personal commitment, the total immersion

required of an 014 Testament prophet and of a tragic here. The Bearded
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COMBARTSON OF THE HEADS OF THE BEARDLESS PROPHET

AND THE BEARDED PROPHET,



Prophet, on ¢lose examination, seems a little too pensive——a little too in-
trospective; tragedy requires more concession to activity.

The Abraham and Isaac (Plate XVIII) was not done by Donatello aldne.
The Cathedral documents refer to this as a joint commission of Donatello
and NanniAdi Bartolo, also called Il Rosso. Nevertheless, the darihg design
of the.statue would not have been within the capabilities of Nanni, and must
therefore be attributed to Donatello. Morisani has also observed that the
overall quality of the carving and the subtlety of touch are too masterful
to have been by the hand of Nanni.zo The piece must therefore be the design,
and, for the most part, the hand of Donatello; and Nanni's role must merely
have been the carving of some of the details.

The theme of the Sacrifice of Issac is wrought with tragic potential.

It was this story that inspired Kierkegaard to write his Fear and Trembling;

and this work thoroughly explores the tragic implications of this theme.
Kierkegsard recognized in this story the tremendous, irreducible paradox
that faced Abraham: the promise of the Covenant, that Abrzham was to be
the father of a great nation, was to be fulfilled through Isaac, and yet
God was telling Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. "Abraham suffered, whereas all
the ﬁhile he nevertheless believed."21 This paradox transcends all solu-
tions; it results in what Kierkegaard termed "a suspension of the ethical.”
There was no way to resolve the paradox, yet Abraham had to act anyway--
and therein lies the tragedy.

Naturally, one neéd not find in the story any tragic potential--and
most men do not. To the Medieval Christian, this is the story about a
man so devoutly religious that he was willing to obey God's commandment
without hesitation. Such men see no great paradox in the story, no great

suffering on the part of Abraham. He was simply obeying God's will--which
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he had no reason to doubt; and in the end was rewarded, as would be expected.
One sees this blind obediénce in the interpretations of this theme by Ghi-
berti and Brunelleschi in their competition panels of 1401; In the Ghiberti
panel, Abraham.prepares to act and his son accepts--all under the gaze of
~the onlooking angel; In the Brunélleschi relief, Isaac équirms in horror
as his determiﬁed father is stopped by the angel at the very moment he is
about to complete the sacrifice. In neither representation is Abraham
pained or remorseful: he is simply carrying out Ged's command. One has

the feeling that all is divinely ordained, and that the 'happy ending' fol-
lows quite naturally upon the fafher's show of complete obedience to God.
There is no room for tragedy in so orderly an interpretation.

In Donstello’'s treatment of the theme one finds some hints that the
sculptor was sensitive to the tragic potenfial of his stbry. There is no
angel present in his group to indicate that all is comfortably divinely
ordained; father and son are in close, human contact with each other--with
nothing to mitigate the immediﬁte implications of what Abraham was about
to do. Moreover, Abrsham's pained expression gives the impression that he
is well aware of the horror of the deed he was about to commit.

Even if Donatgllo did realize some of the tragedy which was latent in
this story, however, his statﬁé does not represent the moment at which the
- tragic nature of fhe situation was most apparent (Plate XIX). The real

tragic moment has passed:

Abraham is not about to plunge his knife
into his son...but his tensed right arm is
beginning to grow slack, the knife is sliding

away from the boy's throat. In other words,
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we see the moment "after the event--the angel

has come and gone--rather than the climax

itself.22

Donatello has thus chosen to represent the moment after the tragic tension--
the irreducible pgradox—ahas been resolved.

That the sculptor did not partra& the tragic moment of the story does
not in any way mean he was oblivious to the tragic potential of the situa-
tion. The climactic moment of this story was one thaf would have been
familiar to any Florentine viewer; it did not have to be cited specifically
to be evoked. Donatello seems to have been assuming that part of the story
and proceeding to examine the aftermath of it.

This examination of the results of a tragic expérienée is not unknown
in 1iterar& tragedy. Thias is precisely what Sophocles was doing in Qedipus
at Colonus. In an earlier play, Oedipus the King, the reader saw Oedipus
acting out his tragic existence--living through his tragic moment. It was
in the earlier play that he chose his course of action and attempted to
live it through. There was his resolve and his confrontation with experience;
but above all, there was his action in which -all else was contained. Oedipus
at Colonug does not include a total action with all its tragic involvements.
Quite the contrary, it is a close, reflective examination of those‘events
and actions which had been completed at an earlier time. The play is cen-
tored about Oedipus' realization and examination éf his tragic perception--
of the wisdom he gained through his suffering. At the end of the hero's
life there is a resolution that serves to affirm the value and validity of
his past strivings. This resolution is an indication that Sophocles in this

play is moving beyond tragedy, for ideally tragedy maintains a balance which
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avoids any final resolutien. Oedipus at Colonus is still highly tragic:
it is full of tragic elements woven together by an author with one of the
most highly developed tragic sensibilities of all timeé. Nevertheléss, it
is not completely tragic, for the hero is no longer living through a tragic
experience, but rather reflecting back -on one. |

In the Abrgham the tragic ordeal is over; the paradox has somehow been
resolved. Yet the pained, bewildered‘exPression'of Abraham reflects more
than the suffering he endured before the appearance of the angel. Abrahsm
still has a difficult task before him: he must now try to make some sense
of what he has experienced. We see him in a painfully human situation-—he.
is standing there with his son, whom he was about to kill-~and it is obvious
that whatever meaping he draws from this situation, he will have to find
it in human terms. The angel; gymbolic of the divine intervention in the
story, has come and gone, causing a resolution of the action, but not re-
solving the problems which lie at the heart of Abraham's experience. Rem-
brandt 4id an AbrahamAggg'lgggg.that depicted this- same moment, after the
angel's appearance. In his tfeatment, however, the angel is still present,
conferring a divine meaning on the experience--and the awe<filled expression
of Abrahemlreflects the wondrous perception he receives. Donatello's Abra-
ham has no one who will bestow this understanding upon him--he must find
it for himself. Out of the scrambled maniféld of what he has experienced
he must draw his own meaning. Yet one feels confident that Abraham will
gain wisdom from his suffering and be able to find meaning in it. As

Charles Seymour observes:

The patriarch, mutely and sluggishly turning

and looking upwafd, is on the point of seeing
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truth. The physical dimensions are about to

be increased by a new dimension of spiritual

perception.23

He has beeﬁ through a tragiq experience, and the froof of this is in the
perception he gains. True, this resolution moves beyond the realm of
tragedy, for it concentrates on the perception rather than the process
through which this perception has been gained. Nevertheless, such a concep-
tion of this theme presupposes a recognition of the full tragic potential of
the events leading up to it.

Donatello most fully fealizesAthe tragic potential of the prophetic
theme in his last two prophets, the Popolano and the Zuccone. In thesé two
figures Donatello embodies all the powerful human drama of tragedy.

The Popolano (Plates XX to XXIII) iSva:strongbwilled, determined man
who faces his task with an unswerving directness. Donatello has depicted.
him in the very act of delivering his message: in his left hand he clutéhes
the scroll which contains that message (Plate XX). This is not a scroll
which he displays, as did the Beardless Prophet (Figure 4). That earlier
prophet was cast as a Roman orator, and his scroll was a formal device of
rhetoric, used by him as a prop. The scroll of the Popolano is not some-
thing he uses visually to inspire‘his audience; on the contrary, it is
sométhing from which he draws his personal inspiration. This seroll is his
own little fragment: it is a humble document, crumpled from long use. It
draws its significance not from its physical characteristics, but from the
moral impbrtance of its contents; and it becomes an important part of the
statue not through optically asserting itself on the viewer's senses, but

through psychologically asserting itself on the viewer's overall comprehension
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COMPARTSON OF THE SCROLLS OF THE BEARDLESS PROPHET

AND [L PoPoLANO,
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of the work. It is important to the statue because it is so greatly im-
iportant to the prophet. The scroll symbolizes the message to which he has
chosen to devote his life. He faces his people to propound that message,
holding his scroll before him almost as if for moral support.

It must be remembered that the ﬁéssage of the prophet was never an
eagy one for his audience to accept.. The 01d Testament prophet had a mes-
sage that was primarily moral and a role that was essentially that of social
reform. His was the difficult task of convinéing his fellow men of their
injustice and iniquity. Moreover, he had to get them to change their ways.
People are never readily convinced that their behavior is wrong, and they
are even slower to be convinced fhat@they should change. Thus the work of
the prophet was always met with much resistance.

The Popolano would appear to react angrily to the resistance he meets
'in propounding his message (Plate XXI). The intense furrow of his brow,
his tight frown, ‘the tensed muscles of his face, the strained sinews which
stand out on his neck--his expression reveals an angry disapprovél, not
only of his people's iniquity, but also of their blindness. He has tried
to warn them, and they have not accepted his message.

The Popolﬁno looks angrily away from his people (Plate XXII). His gage
is off to the left and up--above the heads of his gudience. He averts his
gaze not to ignore his people and become introspective, nor to turn to an
ascetic mysticism by withdrawing from the demands of the situation, but
rather to gather his energy for anothér volley. He is disgusted with his
people and his entire figure reflects the tension of his anger: the muscles
of his right arm are tense and strained, causing the veins to stand out

sharply; his right hand is angrily pressed so hard against his thigh that
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it gives energy to the powerful undulations of drapery that seem to spread
away from this gesture as ripples spread from a.disturbance on water (P1ate
XX, and Figure 5).> Neveftheless, he will not abandon those who have caused
this anger. The detefmination in his gaze is as obvious as the anger, and
in his entire figure one feels a solidity that reflects his resolve. His
strong conviction‘obviously will triumph o%er those feelings which try to
shake it. He looks>QWay to regsin his composure, but he will again return
~ to his task. He faces great adversity, but he will never yield to that
adveréity.

There is in the Popolano a powerful realization of the tragic implica-

" tions of the role of the ﬁtophét. In it one can see what it means; in
human terms, to devote one's life té propounding a message that people do
not wish to hear. One feels with the prophet'the anger and frustration of
being rejected by the very people to whom he has dedicated his life. One
feels the suffering of a man who is willing to step outside the system and
question accepted norms. In the fiery spirit of the Popolano, Donatello
seems to have recaptured something of the 0ld Testament, tragic concept of
the prophetic life.

The Zuccone (Plates XXIV to XXVII) shows the same awafeness of the tragic
potential of the prophetic life, yet in this statue one feels a very different
response to this sitwation. The Zuccone is a man who faces the same adversity
and.rejection in the céurse of "maintaining his ways" as did the Popglano,
but he, unlike the other prophet, has.come to accept this adversity. This -
is not to say that he accepts the world's iniquity, ér that he has given up
the painful process of trying to eradicate it, for there is a feeling of

resolve about the Zuccone that is at least as strong as that of the Popolano.
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It is a'quiet resolve, however, unlike the fiery, unwavering determination
-of the Popolano. The Zuccone is strong: a look at the marvelously muscled
right arm tells the observer that this is a man of éreat vhysical stamina,
if not of the great. physical activity which was reflected iﬁ the tensed
muscles of the Papolano (Plate XXIV); but more importantly, his knowing
gaze betokens a wisdom that will enable him to persist in the face of ad-
versity. There ié an aura of assurance about this figure that makes one
certain that when he feels he is right his resolve*wiil be unshakable, and
that he could never be forced to abandon a cause in which he believes. Never-
theless, one feels that this man has come to accept the suffering he must
.undergo in the process of propounding such a cause.

The suffering of the Zuccone is evident (Plate XXV). His face is sad
and somewhat pained. Problems have deepiy furrowed his brow. His eyes are
deep and heavy. Yet there is no trace of pathos. One recognizes that this
man has suffered, but one does not pity him. One cannot pity him, for one
is forced to admire his greatness--and that gréatness would seem to have
come, at least in part, from his suffering.‘ His great bald head, his
knowing giance, his aura of assurance--his calm resolve combines with a
Sensé of the adversity he has had to face to give an impression of a man
with‘the highest férm of wisdom-—-that which, in the words of Aeschylus,
"comes throughISuffering alone." |

The Zuccone does not look aﬁay in anger, but rather looks down at his
people compassionately (Plate XXVI). Unlike the Popolano, whose lips were
pressed tightly ggééther, the Zuccone's lips are slightly parted. He is
not tense, he is relaxed; he is not angry, he is tired. His right amrm,

almost identical in pose to that of the Popolano, is totally different in
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feeling (Figure 5). Whereas the latter's arm was strained and tense, that
of the Zuccone is relaxed. The hand does not press against the thigh, but
rather rests there in a loose belt. His drapery is not agitated and ener-

getic like that of the Popolano. In thevZuccone there is-a"gréat, heavy

mantle that hangs over the shoulder and down the front of the figure (Plate
XXVII). This mantle is cut so deeply into the marble--the folds are of'ten
ten to sixteen centimeters deep, whereas the base of the statue itself is
only thirty-eight centimeters in depth--that one is given the impression
that it is a great»weight that actually bears down upon the figure.

This sense of the prophet bearing up under a great load was precisely
the effect that Donatello wished to create. 'Phyﬁically, the weight may be
that of thé mantle, but thematicélly it is the demands of the prophetic life.
Donatello is deéicting the prophet who has come to accept his role--not
becoming angry at the adve;sity he must face, but rather 'bearing up' under
the: great weight of his task.

In both the Popolano and the Zuccone, the power Donatello achieves is
derived from his recbgnition of the tragic potential in the role of the
prophef. His interﬁretation here has liftle to do with the Medieval picture
of the prophet as visionary. There meﬁ are not otherworldly in the least.
They are intimgtély and immediately c;néerned with the events of this world.
It is not even so very essential to understand what the individual message
of each of these men is. The feal importance lies in the reéognition of
what they must go through to propound this message. Donatello saw the
tragic implications of prophecy in the 01d Testameﬁt sense, and he explored
these implications in terms of what they mean for individual humsn beings.

There can be no denying the individuality of the Popolano and the
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Zubcone. Their totally different reactions to what was essentially the
identical situation indicates a fundamental difference in personality that
seems to be consistently carried out throughout the entirety of the'pieces.
The:great individuality of the statues has even led to much spéculation
ébout their possiblw'being poitfaits. There is a legend that developed
early in the history of these works that they were in fact the.likenesses

of Giovanni di Barduccio Cherichini and Francesco Soderini.24 -Unfortunately,
these speculations.are, as Janson says, only "fénciful_psychological in-
terpretations."25 That they exist, however, is an indication of the highly
individualizgd personalities of the statues they deal with.

Donatello was able, within a Christian context, to see in the théme of
the prophets all the tragic potentiai that the ancient Hebrews had envisioned—-
and perhaps even Qore‘ In the true spirit of tﬁe Renaissance and of the
tragic artist, he examined this potential in terms of'what it meant for in-
dividual human beings. Evénfat the stage of his fullest recognition of the
tragic implications of fhis theme, he was willing to admit that differences
in personality could greatly affect the nature of human action in a tragic
situation; In examining individual reactions, Donatello managed to arrive
at what Charies,Seymour has called a "'portrait' of the tragic genius of
prophecy;"26 for mﬁn, in the view of Donatello, cbuld have the étature,

the courage, and the individual assertiveness to exist in the tragic mode.



6. MAN "ON THE WAY"

_Tragic sensibility requires not only a certain view of the world and
a certain concept of man, but ultimately requires a particular type of ac-
tivity in the world. Tragedy oécurs only in the course of human activity;
it deals with man in action. To achieve the level of tragedy man must be
ablg to rise to meet the demands of the situation; he may not fall short,
for to do so lowers him into the realm of the pathetic. At the same time,
howevqr,vtragic man is always unable to transcend his situation; he never
goes beyond the existential fact of his human dilemma toward some higher
resolution. Tragedy thus consists of man meetingvextreme, boundary situ-
ations--but always in human terms. It deals with man in the process of his

activity, with man "on the way.”

The Nature of Human Activity in Donatello

To determine the nature of human action in the art of Donatello, it
will be useful to compare his workslwith those of tWO quattrocento painters,
Masaccio and Castagno. These men surround Donatello chronologically. Masac-
cio was actually a contemporary of Donatello, but his career was abruptly
- cut short by his death in 1428. Castagno, born as late as 14231, was a
member of the next generation of Florentine artists. Furthermore, these
two men were familiar with the works of Donatello: Masaccio was a friend
vofnhis,z and Castagno, like all artists in the generation which followed
. Donatello in Florence, would certainly have known the works of so famous

a mastér: The manner in whi¢h these two painters treat human activity will
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therefore serve to throw Donatello'q treatment into sharper relief.

By the mid-twenties, the paintings of Masaccio demonstrate the artist's
s0lid, theoretical grasp of the laws of linear perspective. The painted
architecture of hié,gglx Trinity fresco in Sta. Maria Novella conforms
rrigorously to these laws. The figures of the Virgin, St. John, and the two
donors are carefully foreshortened in conformity with the low viewing point
of the fresco. Neverthelesé, Masaééio adﬁitted some non-rational effects
to -emphasize the supernatural, visionary nature of the theme he was por-
traying: Christ and God éhéjﬁather, who should be'sharply foreshortened
due to their high position in the composition, are left completely un-fore-
shortened. The effect Masaccio achieves by deliberately exempting these .
figures from the laws of perspective3 is to heighten the 'unreality' of the
event that is taking place. Despite this illusionism, however, the space
the painter_crea#es is basically a deep, rather-logical one. Similarly,
Masaccio creates a deep, continuéus space for his fresco of the Tribute
Money in the Brancacci Chapel (Riate XXVIII). This effect is achieved only
in part through the use of linear perspective, as in the architecture of
the building at the right. For the most part the artist relies on the more
empirical techniqﬁe of afmospheric perspective tb create the vast, more
loosely defined space of fhe landscape of the fresco.

In tye Tribute Money, Masaccio populates his space with great, monu-
mental figures. These figures have a solidity and a power that suggest a
kind of nobility. The Giottoesque force and.authority with which these
figures assert themselves indicate that they are men who represent the
highest degree of human potential.

What is peculiar about the Tribute Money fresco is that there is



tension between surface and depth as there is in any Donatello relief. The
deep space of what at first appears to be a large airy hall is contradicted
by the way the wildly veined marble panel in the wall behind Christ jumps
* forward at the viewer. Its assertive patterning insistently emphasizes the
actual surface of the fresco, while the other marble panels; without this
forceful veining, tend to sink back into‘the_pictorial depths of the space.
The rationally incongruous effect of identical architectural eleménts ap-
pearing to exist at inexplicably different depths generates a tension that
reverberates throughout the entire composifion. Thisitension is echoed in
the ceiling of the painted architecture, where the épéically unstable ar-

rangement of alternating bands of light and dark kﬁ.A §§ﬁé observer's eye

Loy

in a state of constant agitation. One finds similarly i*; o sl effects

in Castagno's St. Jerome fresco in S8. Annunziata (Plate XXX). Here the

extreme foreshortening of Christ creates an‘gﬁéyionally illusionistic effect

of an intensity that Masaccio never created.
As in Masaccio's Tribute Money, the figures in Castagno's St. Jerome

are more symbols than actors--but in a way completely different from the

_calm, eternal grandeur of Masaccio; In C@gﬁgﬂﬂﬁﬁthe symbolic narrative of

f.two Mary's in the St. Jerome

P

Masaccio is replaced by emblematic emotion. *
fresco gesture intensely. MNary Magdalenetigfows open her extended palms

toward the divine vision above, while Mary of Egypt clasps her hands to her
breast. We can tell little about these two figures, for rather thanvfacing
the viewer they turn their backs.on him, looking back into the picture space
at the vision of the Trinity. They exist primarily for the emotional impact
they add to the scene. St. Jerome himself is clothed in violently agitated

dr&pery. His tunic is thrown open to reveal his blood-stained chest. His



tense, extended right arm still grips the stone with which he has been
beating himself. His gaunt face (Plate XXXI) is contorted in an expression
of emotional ecstasy. St. Jerome is not a human being with the full comple-
ment of human emotions and thoughts: rather he is consumed by a single,
all-pervading emotion. Thus Castagno's representation ié one of pathos,
not tragedy.

Donatello occupies a position between these two painters--not only in

time, but in spirit. In a composition such as his Herod (Plate V), one

observes that he avoids the stabilizing composition focus Masaccio works

“to attain. The center of Donatello's relief‘space is simply a blank section
of wall; the action takes place elsewhere., Without this centering to lock
the composition in place, the action is carried off in several directions.
In thg cage of the servants at the far right and the children at the left,
it carries right out of the represented space.

Donatello's'figures are not sensed as iﬁert symbols. They react emo-
tionally and physically to what is going on. The guests and even Herod
himself draw back in horror from the sight of the severed head. These fig-
ures aré not given the heavy, stable drapery of Masaccio's figures; rather,
fheir drapery is as agitated as the reactions of their bodies.

Perhaps the best examples of Donatello's expressivéfuse of &rgperyﬁare

the Popglano and the Zuccone (Plates XXI and XXVII). Here the drapery is

highly expressive of the individual psychological state of each of the pro-
rhets: the drapery of the Popglano is tense and agitated while that of the
Zuccone is heavy and burdensome.

Although Dbnatello's figures show far more emotion than the rather

gbolid, idealized, symbolic figures of Masaccio, they are not consumed by
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these emotions as is Castagno's St. Jerome. The Prophets clearly have their
emotions, but they subordinate them to their sense of conviction. The Popo-
lano is angry and the Zuccone is tired,.bﬁt both will continue in their
earthly task because of their overriding:determination and devotion. They
will never lose sight of their earthly purpose, nor will they givé wéy to
embtional or mystical ecstasy such as that of St. Jerome.

The most moving aspect of Donatello's figures is their humanity. They
are noble, but not so noble as to transcend the temporal world of human ac-
tion, as in Masaccio. They feel emotions, but not so strongly as to be con-
sumed by them and to move out of the realm of earthly existence into the
mystical pathos of Castagno. Donatello's men are individuals with the full
range of complex feelings, thoughts, emotions, and aspirations that charac-
terize real human beings. They are great men because of the determination,
courage, and ﬁerseverance they show in the face of adversity--but they are
no more than men.
| It is interesting to see that Donatello sometimes even thought of
Christ in such human ferms. Inithe Resurrection relief (Plate XXXII)‘of
the bronze pulpits he executed for S. Lorenzo at the end of hislcareer,
Donatelio,presents an iﬁage of Ghrist that is unique in the quattrocentd—é
and perhaps in all of history. This resurrected Christ is not at all like
the traditional Christ of Castagno (Plate XXXIII). Castagno's Christ ap-

. pears triumphantly as a divine vision, ummarred by whét he has suffered.
Donatello's Christ (Plate XXXIV) is a haggard, tattered, weary figure whose
trials have clearly left their mark. Christ drags himself out of Limbo,
hisg face drawn and his eyes squinting from the strain. It is almost as
though this were a human being, and not God, who had undergone Christ's

auffering.
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Donatello saw action always in terms of what it meant for human beings.
He may have been interested in the eternal gignificance of such action, but
his prime focus was on its immediate, temporal significance. Thus it was
that he concentrated not on that which was symbolized by human actions, but
rather on the process of human beings in action. In a genuinely tragic man-
ner, he chose to draw méaning directly from man's confrontation with exper-
ience, rather than to attempt artificially to superimpose meaning upon that

experience,
Conclusions

Through the examination. of Donatello's art wevhave found that his vision
was one that could validly be called tragic. It was seen that the philosophy
of his period was, in a general way, open to such a vision, even if the main-
stream of thought was essentially a-tragic. Furthermore, we noted that there
were severél variants of the thought of the period that closely approached
the tragic.sense of life. Although these factors make feasible attributing
tragic sensibility to a man of Donatello's day, it is only the actual art
of Donatello that establishes him as the possessor of such a vision.

Donatello saw in the world all those elements necessary for the existence
of tragedy. His art shows a recognition of the underlying irrationality
thaf renders mah's logical syastematizations only relative. He employed the
rational principles of linear perspective, for he felt that the process of
rational human inquiry was justified; but he was never bound by these rational
laws, for he recognized that not all of experience could be reduced to such

rational terms. His willingness to admit the presence of the irrational led
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him to view the world as a place where--in the midst of man's seemingly
secure rational oréer—-there could exist ambiguities and unresolved questions
of tragic magnitude: and the tension which pervades his space reflects the
tension that pervades such a world.

Donafello rictured man as having the capability to support tragedy.
Certainly not all of'his figures have this great potentiai——but the tragic
man can be considered common in no group. Donatéllo did endow somevof his
figures with enough stature to enable themvto exist in the tragic mode.
Certain of his men seem obviously capabie of "maintaining their ways" in
the face of any amount of adversity--and, moreovér, of learning from their.
suffering. It is these figures--men suéh as the Popolgno and the Zuccone-—
that demonstratethe sgulptor's-ability‘to see man as equal to the demands
of tragedy.

Donatello reéognized the tragic potential of certain forms of human
action. .Hb viewed man in his activity, and his art portrays men in the
actual process of living through hisAexperience. Yet the activity of Dona-
tello's figures is never unreflective. He endows his actors with an aura
of wisdom and understanding that assures the viewer that these men will be
able to draw meaning from their experiences. Moreover, Donatello recognized
the tragic potential in certain themes. His treatment of the Miraéle‘gi
the Angry Son indicates a focus upon the tragic aspects of that story. In
his treatment of the Prophets for the Campanile, the sculptor realized a
tragic potential which, while inherent in the Old Testament theme, had all
‘but been destroyed by the Mediefal reading of the subject. Donatello seemed
to recognize that in certain boundary situations—-situations that forced

man to act outside the security of his rational order, and to come to grips
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with the irrationality that lay beneath that order--man could find the fullest
answers to the fundamental questions of existence.

Finally, Donatello recognized‘the irreducible complexity that charac-
terizes all hﬁman activity.. He understood the ambiguity that accompanies

moral decisions in real life situations--where the altérnatives rarely offer

)

s choice‘betwéen clear good and clear evil; but more commonly represent a
coﬁbinatién of bothvin an unclear mixture. He also understood the complex
galaxy of thoughts, emotions, desires, and fears that represents the psyche‘
of every indi%iduai. He thue could see and represent that intense dilemma
of tragic man.

Al]l these elements of Donatello's art, reflecting components of his
" mode of visioh, tell us a great deal about the way this man must have viewed
life itself. Moreover, the realization that he had such a view of life
ulfimately leadsbto a greater understanding of his art. Thus Dbnatello's
tragic sense of 1life, wh&éﬁ we have found exemplified in his art, again
legds us back to his art. Having made this circuit, however, we have gained
an understanding of certain aspects of his artistic expression, and we are

now able to see in his art dimensions of which we were formerly unaware.

The Tragic Human Predicament

In the manner of one whd views life in accordance with the tragic vision,
Donatello recognized the problems ;hat could arise in the process of human
activity. Donatello saw the world as permeated with irrationality, tension,
and conflict. Within this world man's knowledge was imperfect, and his

rationality could carry him only so far. In Donatello's art, therefore,



man may find himself bound by neceasity to make a decision in a situation
in which he will be guilty'regardless of what he decides. Thus man, in
Donatéllo's conception, can be enmeshed in tragedy. Donatello's treatment‘
of the Christ before gilgég_relief (Plate XXXV) for the. bronze pulpits for
S. Lorepzo,cén_only"be understood in terms of this tragic human predicament.
In the Middle Ages, Pilate‘was viéwed'in the dichotomous moral terms
so typical of fhat time. As his role is somewhat ambiguous in the Biblical
account, he was alternately regarded &s either entirely good or entirely
evil. In the Ethiopian Church he is a saint, while on the bronze doors of
the Hildesheim Cathedral he is pictufed in league with the devi1;6 Although
the Medieval mind could eﬁvision him at either extreme of the moral spectrum,
its moral system--which precluded the conpept of moral neutrality--left no
possibility of sgeing him‘as occupying an ambiguous, middle position.
Donatello, however, seems to have abandoned bofh of the extreme positions
in favor of just such a moral status. The sculptor placgs immediately behind
Pilate a servant who brings the governor the water in which he will later
wash his hands. In an unprecedented iconographic departure, Donatello depicts
this servant as a two-faced, Janus figure (?late'XXXVI).
Irving Lavin has suggested that this Janus figure, as its antique proto-
type, symbolizes'the idea of 'alternation.'7 ~Since this servant is not patt

of the Biblical account of the story, and

since he was invented expressly to assist in
the act of hand-washing, any meaning attached
to him woﬁld-be automatically associated with
that act, and hence with Pilate.8
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To associate the idea of alternation with.Pilate is a radical departure
from tﬁe traditional interpretation of the event. Tradition weighed heavily
in favor of looking at Pilate as an archetype--representing either a force
of good or a force of evil. The mainstream of Rénaissance philosophy—--
with its confidence in man's ability to know good from evil, and with the
moral polarity that results from this confidence--would have concurred with
such a reading of the situation. Nevertheless Donatello, with his tragic
sénsibility, was able to look upon even Pilate as an individual. In these
terms he was able to perceive the moral dilemma with which Pilate was faced.
Pilate found no evil in Christ, yet he was unable to dispute the charges of
Christ's accusers. He was confronted by a decision he did not have sufficient
rational knowledge to make.

By viewing this predicament in human terms, Donatello was able to gain
insightAinto the complex thoughts and emotions the Medieval moral dichotomy
had reduced. Donatello could picture Pilate as a man experiencing doubt,
anxiety, and conflidt; He could see the 'alternation' and indecision of
Pilate in much the same terms Shakespeare could see these reactions in Hamlet.
Donatello could'understand the agonizing, human decision-making process in
which Pilate was embroiled.

Although Pilate, who ultimately 'washes his hands' of his predicament,
nay not have had the stature to see his tragic dilemma through to its con-~
clusion, Donatello, in recognizing the human anguish and tragic potential
‘involved in this .situation, fully understood the tragedy of the human pre-
dicament. Perhaps alope in his time, he possessed what we call the tragic

senge of life.
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18For a discussion of the traditional iconography of the Feast of Herod,

vid. H. W. Janson, op. cit., pp. 70-1.

190. Seymour, loc. cit.

20J'ohn White, The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space (London, 1957), p. 150.

210. Seymour, loc. cit.

227, Wnite, op. cif., p. 151.
2 1pia., p. 152.
24Idem.

25J. White, op. cit.,p. 155, notes that this was not the overall gilding
of Ghiberti's panels or even of Donatello's Herod, but.a selective, decora-
tive use of the gilding process that added to the sense of surface patterning.

261bid., pp. 154ff.

27In fact, perhaps the only parallel that can be found outside the work of

Donatello is in the painted architecture of Masaccio's Trinity fresco in

S. M. Novella.
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28

E. Gilson, op. cit., p. 536.
290. Seymour, op. cit., p. 128.
30

Ibid., p. 129.

1H._ W. Janson, op. cit., p. 26, demonstrates how the 1427 date of this
purchase must serve as a terminus ante gquem for the statue..

2C. Seymour, op. cit., p. 63.

3Vasuari, Le Vite de piﬁ Eccellenti Pittori, Scultori ed Architetturi, II,

“P. 50, here gucted from H. W. Janson, op. cit., p. 24.

V4Fi].lare,tg,_ Tratto dell'architettura, book xxiii, p. 622, here quoted from

H. W. Janson, op. cit., p. 24.
SH. W. Janson, op. cit., p. 29.
60. Seymour, op. cit., p. 63.

7Idem.

0

Idem.

9As H. W. Janson, op. ¢it., pp. 51-3, notes, Donatelio's hand is evident

in parts of the tabernacle, and the design reflects some of his general
sensibilities. Also, the architectural details on the head of St. Louis'
crozier closely recall the architecture of the niche itself. There is
still much disasgreement, ho;ever, as to the actual extent of Donatello's
‘role in designing and making the fabernacle.
1OA Parte Guelfa document of 14 May 1423 (c. v. Fabriczy, "Donatellos Hl.
Iudwig u.s. Tabernakel...," in Jahrbuch Kgl. Preuss. Kunstslen. (1900,

vol. xxi), pp. 247f.) authorizes a disbursement to Donatello 6f 300



-98-

florins, indicating that the statue was well under way by this time; while
a second document of 24 November 1425 (C. v. Fabriczy, loc. 21_3:_) speaks
of the finished tabernacle. Thus the sculpture and niche would have to
have been done between 1422 and 1425--probably being completedy .,as:H:.VW.
Janson, op. cit., pp. 50f, claims, about 1423.

llvid. H. W. Janson, op. cit., p. 48.

I?Leo Planiscig, Donatello (Florence, 1947), pp. 35ff.

13Idem.; measuréments are from H. W. Janson, ¢p. cit., pp. 23 and 45.

14Giovanni Battista Gelli, Vite d'artisti, here quoted from H. W. Janson,

op. cit., p. 47.
15It is possible to determine from the documents of the Operai of the
Cathedral (vid. Giovanni Pogei, Il Duome di Firenge (Berlin, 1909), num-
bers 224, 230, 231, 238, and 243) that Donatello did two prophets, one
1'416-1418 and the seéond éa. 1418-1420. Modern scholarship is almost

unanimous in agreeing that these were the Beardless and Bearded Prophets.

It is my opinion, agreeing with H. W. Janson, op. cit.,ip. 38, and C.

Seymou;-, op. cit., p. 69, that the Beardless Prophet is the earlier on

stylistic grounds. It must be noted that there is not complete agreement

on this point (e.g., Pope-Hennessy, op. gy_:_ , P 277).
16'1.‘he documents (G. Poggi, op. cit., numbers 245 and 251) refer to this
statue by name--mentioning the presence of Isaac--thus making this dating
and attribution certain.
17})01r1atello did the first of these, D-III, between 1423 and 1425 (!_1_(_1_
Poggi, op. cit., numbers 260, 263, and 272); and he did the second, D-IV
(called a Habakkuk in the documents), between 1427 and 1435 (vid. Pogei,
op. cit., numbers 284, 316, 322, and 323).

18J . Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., pp. 277f.



1o
193. W. Janson, gp. ¢it., pp. 37ff.; and C. Seymour, op. cit., pp. 86f,
2OOttavio Morisani, Studi su Donatello (Venice, 1952), pp. 123ff.
21S&ren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, trans. Walter Lowrie (New York,
1954), p. 64.

22H. W. Janson, op. cit., p. 37.
230. Seymour, op. cit., p. 70.
244, W. Janson, op. cit., p. 40.
?>1den.

26

C. Seymour, op. cit., p. 86.

Chapter 6

1George M. Richter, Andrea dal Castagmo (Chicago, 1943), p. 2, ends what-

ever controversy existed over Castagno's early dates.
2L. B. Alberti, op. cit., p. 39.
3That this lack of foreshortening is in fact deliberate may be ascertained
by comparison with Masaccio's earlier treatment of a similar representation
in the Pisg Altar, in which the crucified Christ is foreshortened.
%7, ¥nite, op. git., p. 1%8.
5John Keats, "Ode on a Grecian Urn," 1. 28.

6Irving Lavin, "The Sources of Donatello's Pulpits in San Lorenzo," in

The Art Bulletin (March, 1959, vol. XLI, no. one), p. 35.

TIbid., p. 34. That this figure invokes its antique symbolism, and not

the moralized, Medievél Christian reading of it as the Virtue Prudence,
is obvious from the context. Moreover, Lavin demonstrates that this par—

ticular figure is derived from the only unmoralized example of this symbol

that reached fhe Renaissance: <the aymbol for January, which, like Don-



atello's servant, carries a jug.

8Idem.
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