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Description

This marble relief is directly related to Donatello’s Pazzi Madonna; it was probably carved
by his close collaborator during the 1420s and 1430s, Michelozzo. The refined treatment of
details is particularly apparent in the hands of the Virgin. The frame shows a taste for
Antique architecture that was quite precocious in Florentine art and may anticipate
Michelozzo’s career as an architect.

Attributed to Michelozzo di Bartolomeo

Michelozzo di Bartolomeo Michelozzi
Florence 1396-1472

Virgin and Child (called the Orlandini Madonna)
ca. 1426

Provenance

Florence, palazzo Orlandini (until 1842); Berlin, Skulpturensammlung/Altes Museum
(1842-1904); Berlin, Skulpturensammlung/Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum (1904-1939); Berlin,
storage (1939-1945); Soviet Union, secret storage (1945/46-1958); East Berlin,
Skulpturensammlung/Bode-Museum (1958-1990); Berlin, Skulpturensammlung/Bode-
Museum (1990-present).

Acquisition
Bought from the Orlandini family in Florence in 1842.

Restorations
1958; 1973; 2014.


https://smb.museum-digital.de/object/140127

Exhibitions
Das verschwundene Museum. Die Berliner Skulpturen- und Geméldesammlungen 70 Jahre
nach Kriegsende, Berlin, Bode-Museum, 19 March-27 September 2015.

Other versions
« Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Skulpturensammlung, Inv. SKS 1565. Painted stucco, 65.5 x 43.5
cm. Bought from Stefano Bardini in 1889. Now in the Bode-Museum, storage (mistakenly

described as lost during WWII in Lothar Lambacher < ed. =, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
Dokumentation der Verluste. Skulpturensammlung. Band VII. Skulpturen. Mdbel, Berlin,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin-Preuflischer Kulturbesitz, 2006, p. 159).

« Florence, Museo Horne. Painted stucco, 61 x 46.5 cm. Provenance: Siena, Via dei Maestri.
« Florence, Palazzo Vecchio, Charles Loeser Collection, Inv. MCF-LOE 1933-5. Terracotta, 78
X 66 cm.

« Formerly Art Market. Photo Kunsthistorisches Institut Florenz: n° 222692.
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The Virgin holds the naked Christ against her face and body; Jesus is biting his right hand,
while holding with the left one a coral branch attached to his neck. He looks at the viewer,
while his left foot rests on the edge of the relief frame. The ground around the figures is
neutral, while the frame, made of the same marble block, is an Antique-style niche with
fluted pilasters and Corinthian capitals.

This relief was acquired for the Berlin Museums by Gustav Waagen in Florence in 1842, as a
work by Donatello. It was said to come from the Orlandini palace in Florence, and was by
then frequently named the Orlandini Madonna. In 1884, Wilhelm Bode published an
engraving of the work, describing it as from the very close circle of Donatello, the pilasters
of the frame reminding him of the Old Sacristy of San Lorenzo in Florence, built by Filippo
Brunelleschi and partly decorated by Donatello (Bode 1884). In 1886, Bode changed his
mind: the work was described as much weaker than a genuine production of Donatello, the
Pazzi Madonna (Inv. SKS 51), that Bode had just acquired for the Berlin Museums (Bode
1886; see Rowley, 2015).

A few artists have been proposed as authors of the relief. Schubring 1907 had thought of
Buggiano, the adoptive son of Filippo Brunelleschi and author of a Virgin and Child in the
Old Sacristy of San Lorenzo, Florence (often called the Medici Madonna), dated 1432, as the
composition and the gesture of the Christ biting his hand are close to our work; while
Schottmiuller 1933 attributed the Orlandini Madonna to a follower of Donatello in Pisa,
Andrea Guardi (Schottmiiller 1933). Both scholars clearly considered the relief a minor
work, and their opinions should be seen in conjunction with each other, as Frida
Schottmiiller refused to acknowledge the body of works reunited by Schubring under the
name of Andrea Guardi (for this point, see the entry about a Virgin and Child after Guardi,
Inv. SKS 2012). Even if Schottmiiller’s attribution was immediately refuted by Middeldorf
1938, who thought the relief too fine to be by Guardi and its frame could have been
conceinved by Brunelleschi, the name of Andrea Guardi remained connected to the relief for
decades (see Goldscheider 1947; Knuth 1982; Avery 1989; Gentilini 1992; Sorce 2003).

After WWII, the state of the sculpture did not help any reconsideration: damaged in the
Flakbunker Friedrichshain fires in May 1945, and secretly transferred to Moscow in 1946, it
came back in a restored state that showed the damages of fire (the transfer to the Soviet
Union is documented in Konstantin Akinscha, Grigori Koslow and Clemens Toussaint,
Operation Beutekunst. Die Verlagerung deutscher Kulturgiiter in die Sowjetunion nach
1945, Nuremberg, Verlag des Germanischen Nationalmuseums, 1995, p. 29: in July 1946, the
described “half-length figure of the Virgin and Child by Donatello. Broken into many pieces.
The marble is burned at the surface. The right elbow of the Virgin is covered with soot (Ein
Relief rechteckiger Form aus Marmor. Halbfigur der Jungfrau mit Kind von Donatello. In
viele Stiicke zerbrochen. Der Marmor ist an der Oberfliche verbrannt. Der rechte
Ellenbogen der Jungfrau ist mit Rufy bedeckt)” can only be the Orlandini Madonna, which is
furthermore matched by the photographs of the work taken in the Soviet Union before its
restoration.

In 2014, a restoration conducted by Paul Hofmann and Bodo Buczynski allowed the relief to
be seen in a new light. Many details of the work appeared to be of the highest quality when
seen at close range. This is especially the case of the fingers of the figures: the right hand of
the Virgin (with delicately carved wrinkles in the joints) holds the Child’s leg with great
spatial effect, the upper part of the fingers seemingly sinking into the relief, while the index



finger of the left hand is in extremely shallow relief; the Christ is forcefully holdling onto a
coral (an apotropaic organism often associated with healing, visible for instance in Piero
della Francesca’s Montefeltro Altarpiece in the Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan) and biting his
right hand, in a naturalistic gesture. Other details, such as the Virgin’s hair, her diadem, or
the draperies, call to mind Donatello’s work.

The general conception of the relief is, however, somewhat different from the ascertained
works by Donatello. The space around the figures is not worked as in Donatellesque reliefs
(such as the Pazzi Madonna xInv. SKS 51 = with its perspective niche, but also, more
evidently, the Assumption of the Virgin in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, where no flat
surface is left). Furthermore, the Virgin’s anatomy is not entirely convincing, especially the
junction of the breast with the rest of the bust. For these reasons, one can assume that the
Orlandini Madonna is by an artist very gifted and close to Donatello. This artist cannot be
Andrea Guardi, whose style is too characteristic (and too weak) for such a work (in Spring
2015, this was also the opinion of Gabriele Donati, the author of a forthcoming monograph
on Guardi). The closest parallel to the Orlandini Madonna appears to be the virtues at the
base of the tomb of Cardinal Rinaldo Brancacci in Sant’Angelo a Nilo, Naples, which have
almost unanimously been attributed to Donatello’s collaborator at the time, Michelozzo di
Bartolomeo. The Orlandini Madonna is then very likely by Michelozzo, even if the
authorship of another pupil of Donatello’s in this period (such as Pagno di Lapo Portinari,
also documented for the Neapolitan tomb) cannot be absolutely ruled out.

As the Brancacci Tomb in Naples dates to 1426-28, these years are the likely dating of our
relief, which was certainly made before the end of the decade, as a painting by Giovanni
Toscani (died 1430) directly echoes the work (see Joannides 1987). The iconographical detail
of Christ putting his fingers in his mouth is visible is Masaccio’s Pisa Altarpiece, also made
in Pisa in 1426 - it is tempting to think that Michelozzo took this motif from Masaccio in
Pisa (the painter already used it in his St Giovenale Triptych in Cascia di Reggello, dated
1422). A few derivations in stucco from the Orlandini Madonna exist (notably in Berlin, see
Inv. SKS 1565); the one in the Museo Horne comes from Siena, like a more indirect and later
version once in the Berlin Museums and lost during WWII (Inv. SKS 1744). To have further
indication about the original provenance of the relief, it is necessary to investigate on the
Orlandini provenance in Florence.

Neville Rowley (15 February 2016)
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