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THE TRADITION OF THE BELT OF MARY, THE PULPIT BY DONATELLO AND THE CATHEDRAL OF PRATO

Prato, the 6th of September 2017 - Around the Belt of Mary has been built during the centuries the spiritual and civic identity of Prato. The relic that Prato tradition considers as being related to the Assumption of Mary to heaven and which came from Jerusalem in the 12th century brought by Michele Dagomari, represents an extraordinary symbol for Prato citizens. Even the architecture of the city is linked to its presence. It was in fact to allow the many pilgrims to attend the Display that this original placement of the pulpit of the Cathedral was thought.

The pulpit is a unique creation, realized between 1430 and 1438 by Donatello and Michelozzo, it is a space conceived exclusively for the display. A Renaissance masterpiece that combines with a dynamic rotating effect the late Gothic façade and the Romanesque side of the Cathedral. Thanks to its angular position, the two squares around the church - the smallest, the oldest, on the side and the big one - are joined together in front of the façade created at the end of the 13th century. The charm of the pulpit emanates from the perfect, balanced relationship between the parts: the rich base held by the bronze capital, the parapet with the dancing putti, up to the elegant canopy that protects it and links it to the crowning of the façade. For almost six centuries, churchgoers, pilgrims and curious people, who have come from all over the world, have focused on the "great nest", as Gabriele D’Annunzio called it.

The public Display of the Belt is only five times a year: on Easter, the 1st of May, the day of the Assumption of Mary (the 15th of August), the Nativity of Mary (the 8th of September) and Christmas.

Instead it is in the Chapel of the Sacred Belt inside the Cathedral, that the belt is kept. A precious treasure chest, adorned by Agnolo Gaddi's frescoes with stories of the Virgin and those of the Belt in the opposite walls, the chapel blends in the paintings an image story that ends in the frontal (partly lost) fresco of the Assumption of the Madonna who gives her belt to St. Thomas the Apostle. Decorated between 1392 and 1355, the chapel is closed by a precious bronze railing commissioned to Maso di Bartolomeo. The Chapel also preserves the white marble statuette of the Virgin and Child by Giovanni Pisano dating back to the beginning of the 14th century.

The Cathedral of Prato also houses the grandiose cycle Stories of St Stephen and St. John the Baptist, one of the highest expressions of Filippo Lippi's production for quality and complexity of painting. The 'luminous sound' of the frescoes and the stained glass in the Main Chapel of the Cathedral was the background to the great events of ecclesial and civil life of the community. The work, carried out from 1452 to 1465, was characterized by long pauses linked to other works and the human love affairs of the artist. It is in fact of 1452 the abduction, from the nearby monastery of St. Margaret, of the nun Lucrezia Buti who Lippi will marry after obtaining the pontifical dispensation and from whose union was born Filipino, the greatest of Prato painters.
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