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 BOUND BY A GIRDLE. OUR LADY OF THE ASSUMPTION BY BERNARDO DADDI AND THE IDENTITY OF A CITY

EXHIBITION PROJECT BY 

ANDREA DE MARCHI AND CRISTINA GNONI MAVARELLI

The relic of the Virgin's Belt, released to St. Thomas and after many adventures arrived in Prato in 1141, represented a true myth of identity, in which the whole city recognized itself during the period of its most tumultuous growth between the 13th and 14th centuries.

The venerated belt, housed in the Cathedral of St. Stephen and on special occasions made visible in a special case in the chapel consecrated to it, has for centuries been the most precious treasure of the city, contributing to strengthening its prestige and identity in an intricate plot of devotion, art and tradition.

The exhibition intends to tell this story, which is rooted in the 12th century, when a sculptor active in Spain and Tuscany, author of the capitals of the cloister of the cathedral, the Master of Cabestany, for the first time sculpted the Virgin that handed the Belt to Thomas, in a relief that will be exceptionally exposed in Prato.

Around this relic, disputed between the church and the municipality, the Gothic factory of the provostry of Saint Stephen grew gradually, until the creation of a chapel at the entrance, frescoed by Agnolo Gaddi between 1392 and 1395, and the pulpit by Donatello and Michelozzo for the periodic display at the corner of the new facade. In 1312 Musciattino from Pistoia tried to steal it: he was punished for death and later a new set-up was arranged in a chapel on the side of the Major one, for which Bernardo Daddi from 1337 to 1338 painted an important piece. The spectacular heart of the exhibition is the reconstruction of this piece of the Assumption, divided between Prato, the Vatican Gallery and the Metropolitan Museum of New York, enriched by two predelle telling the migration of the relic from Jerusalem to Prato and, in parallel, that of the body of Saint Stephen from Jerusalem to Rome.
In this way, Prato was projected into a dimension of absolute cultural and symbolic prestige, referring to Rome and the Holy Land, freeing itself from the rivalry with the nearby Florence and Pistoia.

The belt was associated with the idea of ​​a fertile womb and made converge propitiatory and taumaturgical expectations in the Marian cult. A series of lay gothic belts, preciously decorated, imply the symbolic charge of such an object, also exhibited by St. Catherine painted by Giovanni da Milano in his Prato polyptych. Other paintings and miniatures will help to contextualize the artistic and cultural bloom of the city at this time when it attracted the work of great artists as Giovanni Pisano and Bernardo Daddi.

The image of Our Lady of the Assumption and the giving of the Belt found in Prato a privileged processing place. Thanks to a series of works of the 14th and 15th centuries, the next variants of this scene can be followed. Through other testimonies we can understand the continuity of the cult, the civic and political value of the Belt and its display through the following centuries.
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