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MNEMOSINE ATLAS | The theatre of
Death

Guide to reading Plate 42

edited by Elizabeth Thomson

Plate 42 appears to be the vertical development of one of the themes of pla-
te 5: grief and mourning, oscillating between the extreme poles of rage and
desperation, and impotence and destruction, a theme which, in a horizontal
direction, engages the entire plate.

From a chronological and thematic perspective, the plate is quite concen-
trated: the works of art belong almost entirely to religious art of the early
Renaissance in Italy, and the subject is death and its effects of suftering and
grief. The figure of death is, crucially, the body of Christ (46.5, 46.13.46.14,
14.18), and archetypally, grief is represented by the figure of Mother.

'The deviation of these themes into the religious sphere is determined by
the temporal and spatial selection that has been made. However, what
matters, and what Warburg draws our attention to, is not the dichotomy
between ‘Christian art’and ‘pagan art’, which was unknown during the Re-
naissance. Rather, it is the persistence of a common language of symbolic
and formal structures, translated into gestures, which exist in the memory
of our cultural tradition.

In this plate, the subject of death and grief is never alluded to in an ab-
stract fashion. Rather, it is personified physically in a series of Pathosfor-
meln, or emotive formulas, which are sufficiently powerful and distinct that
they and their variants become the real protagonists. These Pathosformeln
by their formal attraction, influence and even resemanticise themes which
appear to be less meaningful, such as the irascible man cured by Saint An-
thony (42.1, 42.2); death and grief in the funeral monuments of Francesca
Tornabuoni (42.6) and Francesca Sassetti (42.12); the agony of the dying

man in the funeral monument of Della Torre (42.17).

'The syntax of the Pathosformeln reveals a very definite itinerary that places
the gestures of death and those of grief in opposition with each other. The
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progression towards total motionlessness of the body on the point of death,
dying, abandoned and finally become rigid in the posture of death is coun-
tered, on the other hand, by the progression towards the dynamism of grief.
'The melancholic posture of the grieving, distressed, sorrowful figure beco-
mes contained rage and finally explodes with desperation in the impetuous
figure that bursts into the scene with the emphatic gesture of open arms.
In a circular fashion, the movement of grief is frozen into the posture of
silent self-containment represented by the veiled figure at a distance from
the passion scene, who, assailed by unbearable grief, distances herself from

the theatre of death (42.2,42.12, 42.14, 42.18).

Death brings to an end the dynamism of existence. The loose, wavy hair, the
billowing garment (which can also be seen in 42.9), the arms waving in the
air, are all signs of vital energy — the pathos which stirs the Nymph, the
Maenad, and the impetus of maternal despair. As a counterpoint, the drop-
ped and relaxed limbs, and the lifeless arms supported and gathered to-
gether signal in detail the heaviness of the body, whose mass shows through
the funeral shroud. (42.3,42.13,32.14). It represents the affirmation of life
as a violent and pathetic reaction against the necessity of death and the
negation of self that death brings. The physicality of the dead body is a
powerfully persistent presence in the plate, and is shown always in the fo-
reground. Paradoxically, the gaze is forced to look for what is less apparent:
not the progressive stillness towards death but the figure who represents
the outburst of passion in the death scene.

At the point where the lines of semantic gravitation of the plate cross
(42.14), an image placed randomly at bottom centre represents the the-
atre of death. It portrays the explosion of grief of the woman, who, in the
sequence of figures, is enclosed between two male figures who hold the
shroud containing the body of her dead son.

The extreme despair of the first female figure on the left — a Maenad
with tousled hair and upraised arms — forces into a bend the legs of the
second female figure, who literally appears to collapse with her arms exten-
ded outwards behind her. Although the third figure, standing, has regained
a certain composure, her open hands spread across her hips and her torso
folded forward reveal the depth of her emotion.

'The fourth figure, her burden too much to bear, all gestures hollow and

words futile, draws away from the scene locked in her despair, her face in
her hands and her head veiled. The same emotive formula can be found in
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the texts and iconography of classical tragedies: Aeschylus’ Viobe, Sopho-
cles’ Jocasta and Eurydice,and Euripedes’ Phaedra. Even the garments are an
expression of the various stages of pathos. Whilst the veil conceals entirely
the face and torso of the first figure on the right with her back turned on
the scene, it reveals the face and torso of the figure that follows (reading
the scene from right to left). The cloak falls from the shoulders of the cen-
tral female figure, kneeling, and a sash girds her garment under her breast.
Nothing can contain the despair of the female figure on the left. Her head
is uncovered, her shoulders bare, and her billowing garments reveal the
shape of her breasts. The scene depicts three versions of Mary in successive
photograms of despair. From left to right grief follows an implosive course,
which passes from emphatic paroxysms of despair to the personification of
inexpressible grief. Conversely, reading the plate from right to left, despair
leads to gestures of hysteria.

The theatre of death that features in this plate has a pace that alternates
between movement and stasis. As in the syntax of music and tragedy, dra-
matic action is achieved by the counterpoint, originally two-way, between
death (the impotent contemplation of the fate of the body), and the ge-
sturally powerful dance of phobic passion. In plate 42, the binary rhythm
between movement and stasis can be traced with particular detail in the
general structure of the composition, which develops from movement to
the closing scene of perfect stasis represented by Carpaccio’s Christ, at this

stage forsaken by all grief. The same rhythm can be found within each work
shown. T

he incipiz, the opening image (42.1), depicts the scene of the miracle in
which the lines of the perspectival structure are recalled by the powerful
lines which precipitate dynamically towards the motionless centre of the
composition and the figure of the obsessed man, freed of his demons and
exhausted by his delirium. The polarisation between stasis and movement
is personified by the contrast between male and female figures. In this sce-
ne the female characters that enact grief follow faithfully the posture and
gestures associated with Dionysan pathos copied from Roman sarcopha-
gi. The male characters enact minimal variations of motionless postures.
Excepting the funeral monument of Francesca Tornabuoni, the dying or
dead figure is always male. Standing male figures are present at the scene of
mourning, and play almost always a passive role (with the exception of the
laureate figure in 42.5), and manifest no compassion (the old man standing,
in 42.4; the bearers in 42.3, 42.7, 42.10, 42.13, 42.14). Neither male nor
female, the funerary puzti on the Bargello bas-relief (42.11), fool around
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playing dead (body abandoned, bottom right), and also enact a frenzied

confrontation which is expressed in emotive postures.

A rdle apart is played by John the Evangelist who occupies a place on the
boundaries of the suffering of the women, expressed in gestures of grief
and sorrow, and the detachment and composure of the male figures (41.5).
From the desolation portrayed in Carpaccio’s painting, in which the soli-
tary figure of an aged, melancholic man keeps a distant vigil over the rigid
body of Christ, John the Evangelist emerges silently in his grief, set apart
and shrouded in his cloak, like the veiled woman of 42.14.

In this case, too, deep ties connect the montage of plate 42 to the plates that
precede and follow. One of threads that connect plates 42 and 43, which
is devoted to the Sassetti Chapel, can be found in the figure isolated in its
sorrow. In the iconographic program of the Tornabuoni chapel in Santa
Trinita, Florence, the funerary theme of desperate tears, spilled not only for
the Redeemer, but at the bereavements of the Florentine middle classes, is
portrayed in the monuments dedicated to the Tornabuoni and Sassetti fa-
milies, and represents the felicitous integration between faith, superstition
and the cult of antiquity (43.3, 43.4, 43.5). The cult of antiquity is relegated
as both background feature and contemporary model using the artifice of
a testimonial rendered in grisaille. The theatricality of the gesture of com-
passion is compensated by the composed devotion of a shepherd, with one
hand on breast and the other extended forward indicating on this occasion
not a lifeless corpse but the newly born Christ (43.12). The same gesture
is sublimated in the inner transport of Botticelli’s 8z Augustine (43.15), his
hand on the scriptures (which represent the Word of the Lord). The postu-
re of the grieving figure, whose melancholy was heralded by the mourning
female figure seated under the tree in Carpaccio’s painting, becomes the
posture which typifies the intellectual in his szudiolo as portrayed by Botti-
celli’s Sz. Jerome (43.14).

In plate 41 the pathos of dynamic despair — at the opposite extreme of
melancholic grief or sorrow — has its precedent in the model provided by
the agony of Laocoon, whose arms raised to the sky (41a.9) and contorted
face represent for Ripa the symbol of pain (41a.22). As in plate 6, the pu-
nishment of Laocoon is compared with the sacrifice of Polyxena (Plate 41),
around whom the abandoned bodies of Cacus (41.14) and Orpheus fall. As
the network of interwoven threads becomes more dense, Orpheus becomes
once again the image of the impotence of man in the face of destiny (41.8),
and the postures of his aggressors — the Maenads — are reflected in those
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of Christ’s killers in Luca Signorelli’s Christ at the column (41.19) and in
Ercole de Roberti’s Christ climbing Mount Golgotha (41.20), whilst at the
right of the same painting the despair of the three Marys following the
cross heralds one of the scenes of the theatre of death.
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