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Epiphany of the “nympha gradiva”.
Guide to Plate 46

edited by the Seminario Mnemosyne

coordinated by Monica Centanni and Katia Mazzucco
with Sara Agnoletto, Maria Bergamo, Lorenzo Bonoldi,
Giulia Bordignon, Claudia Daniotti, Giovanna Pasini,
Alessandra Pedersoli, Linda Selmin, Daniela Sacco,
Valentina Sinico

English version by Elizabeth Thomson

'The medieval images which begin the plate are stylistically and chrono-
logically at variance with the homogeneous nature of the other works in
the montage, which are all Renaissance. In addition, the closing image, the
photograph of a countrywoman from Settignano taken by Warburg him-
self, introduces a leap forward into the contemporary era. Because of this
appreciable shift, the incipiz and explicit of the plate create two disjunctions
in the corpus of images, and determine the structure of the plate’s primary
significance: the syntactical and semantic dialogue between the static fig-
ures and those in motion.

In the relief of Agilulph’s helmet on the medieval plaque (fig. 1) one can
observe the convergence of the gift-bearers, with their bearing of enter-
ing, compared with the fixed frontality of the king in majesty. Compared
with plate 42, in this subsequent articulation on the discourse of stasis and
motion, the defined and explicit polarisation between the feminine and
masculine is neutralised: the figure in majesty is a king (fig. 1), but also the
Virgin (fig. 2), Elizabeth giving birth (figs. 3, 6) and Mnemosyne, Mother
of the Arts (fig. 23). The female figure has a pervasive presence, and is the
main protagonist of the plate. She appears in her various manifestations
(virgin and woman, nymph and bride, and always has a beneficent role
(prophetess — fig. 5; teacher — figs. 23, 25; muse — figs. 23, 25; victory
— fig 16; maiden — figs. 2, 3,6, 7,15, 19, 20, 21, 22, 26; midwife — fig. 4;
wet-nurse — figg.2, 3, 6, 22; mother — figg.2, 3, 4, 6, 19, 22; angel — fig.
9; wife — figs. 3,19, 21).
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If the incipit and the explicit signal the co-ordinates of the plate, the focus
of the composition is the work by Ghirlandaio: 7he birth of John the Baptist
(fig. 3). In the fresco all the female figures are present, and are connected to
contexts of prophesy, nativity, care and salvation in the various variants of
posture which describe the two lines which converge towards the centre of
the painting: from left to right the static solemnity of the Mother who dis-
solves in the gestures of affection of the wet-nurses; from right to left, the
seductive and unrestrained gait of the basket-carrying Nymph, highlighted
by the motion of her wind-blown garment, which little by little, collects it-
self, via the women who have gathered together, into the composed dignity
of the signora Tornabuoni, conspicuous by the heavy and unyielding folds
of the garment she wears. Warburg stated:

“For example, when in one of Ghirlandaio’s paintings Tornabuoni enters
the room in order to offer her formal congratulations, she holds her hands
and body in a posture similar to that of the Mona Lisa, her head also si-
milarly turned outward. However, there is no indication of a self-possessed
and self-assured humanity which rises above everything because it is aware
of everything. On the contrary, here one can observe the austere reserve,
somewhat Philistine, of the wife of a notable who needs to emphasise her
good manners and knows only those to which she has already been intro-

duced”.

As regards the sequence which occupies the upper section of the plate, the
links between one image and another are stressed. Agilulph enthroned (fig.
1) is accompanied by two standing figures on either side; Anna in the back-
ground (fig. 2) is watched over and assisted by two handmaids; in the fol-
lowing image (fig. 3), the wet-nurse holding John the Baptist in swaddling
clothes replicates the posture of the Virgin and Child in the forefront of
Lippi’s tondo. In the guide to plate 42, the “Theatre of death’ (Lament over
the dead Christ by the workshop of Baccio Bandinelli, figs. 14, 42), one can
witness a gradual progression towards dynamism. Even in Ghirlandaio’s
The Birth of John the Baptist the images of the women are presented in eight
postures which delineate their various female roles in this “Theatre of Birth'.

Anna’s delivery, a precursor of Mary’s divine motherhood, functions also as
a constituent backdrop of the Majesty; but whereas in fig. 2 the bed in which
Anna delivers her child functions as the secondary setting for the principal
figure of the Virgin Mary and Child, in fig. 3 Elizabeth’s delivery bed, the
focus of the composition, dominates the two wet-nurses sitting on the floor.
Anna is reflected in the powerful projection of Mary (fig. 2); Elizabeth’s

image is duplicated in the two weaker figures of wet-nurse, the one holding
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the child (static) and the one with her hands extended offering her assis-
tance (dynamic).

From the central section of the plate, taken up by pages from the Codex
of Lucrezia Tornabuoni and her portraits (figs. 8-14), emerges evidence of
the guiding figure: the Nymph. Clearly predominant compared with the
dialectics of the static Majesty, they become the advancing figures, further
evidence of the variants detailed in the vertical sequence on the right (figs.
7,15,20,26). The manifestations of the Nymph describe specific Pazhosfor-
meln, emotive formulas, expressions of her beneficent nature (basket-bear-
ing, handmaid, virgin, heroine, and angel). Warburg writes:

“In the Tornabuoni chapel one can see on two sides attempts to neutralise
the demonic element of life in motion. On the one hand one can observe
fables for Lucrezia Tornabuoni’s children which neutralise the dark side of
the human figures running, marching, or bearing something, despite their
tragic provenance; like the Victory portrayed on the Triumphal arch in
Rome, it needs gratifyingly to become part of every day Florentine existen-
ce like a housewife’s benefactress”.

The nymph who breaks in on the scene of The Birth of John the Baprist
comes from a dimension, which is foreign, both to the protagonists of the
story from the gospels and to the collection of visitors. “What origins does
that figure have? What wind moves her, without touching the others? Why
the speed of her step so out of time with the other figures?” (Massimo
Cacciari). She comes from elsewhere, from another temporal and seman-
tic dimension, a phantasm of antiquity that bursts into the Renaissance,
an image of uninhibited female seduction contrasted with the glacial de-
meanour of the older women; she is the representation of the iconographic
reduction that anticipates the fatal and necessary dance of Salome and its

prefiguration of John the Baptist’s death.

Even a subject matter which is seemingly discordant like that of the Sybil
gains a sophistical significance in this syntax of prophetic themes: like the
early interpretatio cristiana of Virgil's IV Eclogue, the Cuman prophetess
announces the birth of the Child and the new era which is about to come,
and will come to an end with the Incarnation.

'The only contemporary component of the plate (1900 circa) is the photo-

graph of the countrywoman from Settignano (fig. 24). Its powerful place-
ment as the closing image would appear to contrast with the actual seman-
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tic language of the image. In itself, the image represents nothing more than
a woman in motion against a rural background, and it is difficult to see in
it a particular emotive formula: walking is just walking. However, the pho-
tograph, placed by Warburg in that very position, acquires the valence of a
hermeneutic sign not solely for the composition of this particular plate, but
for the functioning of the Atlas-of-the-Memory machine. Its semanticisa-
tion is entirely contextual: what counts in this case is not posture, but the
technical support which refers to the contemporary age. What counts here
is the intention to signal, precisely because of its immediacy, the impression
of an engram. The phantasm of a nymph is captured in the form of the
countrywoman, and a comparison with the other more eloquent images in
the plate unleashes the daemon of the imagination.

'The idea of pathos overwhelms the sensibility of the observer — Warburg
— and the culmination of a concatenation of significant images, registers
as though it were an “extremely sensitive seismograph” (this definition was

in fact attributed to Nietsche by Warburg).

Once again, a glance at neighbouring plates helps to illuminate the themes
that are introduced in plate 46. In particular, the guiding image — Ghirlan-
daio’s The Birth of John the Baptist is already present in a smaller variant and
in a secondary position, on plate 45. It is from there, therefore, that the
window opens on the theme of the incoming Nymph.

'The motif of the Tornabuoni commission had already found ample space
in plate 45, as almost all the frescoes carried out by Ghirlandaio for the
family chapel in Santa Maria Novella in Florence were included, especially
in the vertical sequence on the left. The wind-blown garment is worn by a
young girl witnessing the Presentation of the Virgin (45.1); by Salome danc-
ing for Herod (45.4); by the basket-carrier in The Birth of John the Baptist
(45.8); and by the angel of St. Zacharias (45.12, 45.14). In 1893, Warburg
had already stressed a formal similarity in Botticelli’s Birzh of Venus and his
Primavera between the apparition of the angel and the nymph emphasised
by the movement of their delicate, wind-blown garments. He cites a pas-
sage from Leonardo’s Treatise on Painting:

But you will only be able to reveal the true form of a Nymph'’s limbs, or an
angel’s, who should be portrayed dressed in delicate garments which are
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blown or flattened by the winds; with these and similar it will be perfectly
possible to reveal the form of their limbs.

'The expedient of reproducing ancient forms in grisaille reliefs on the ar-
chitecture that frames the principal scene (in plate 46 it can be seen in
the Presentation of the Virgin at the Temple, 46.17) was already revealed
by Warburg in plate 45, and was more clearly introduced as one of the
central themes of that composition in two other works by Ghirlandaio:
The slaughter of the Innocents (45.9) and The Sacrifice of Zacharias (45.12).
That the incoming Nymph is Salome (and viceversa) can be confirmed
by the ingenious juxtaposition of the images of the girl in Herod’s Ban-
quet (45.4) and the basket-carrier in 7he Birth of John the Baptist (45.8).
Judith who appears in plate 46 in the guise of the “good heroine” of the
family stories on the Lucrezia Tornabuoni codex, reacquires her powerful
role as “head-hunter” in the figures of the following plate 47. The young
girl, whether she is Judith (47.16, 47.17, 47.20, 47.21, 47.22, 47.25, 47.26)
or Salome (46.8, 46.9, 46.10, 46.11), carries in the basket on her head, or
on a tray, not offerings of fruit but a man’s head.

The angel, considered from a purely formal aspect free of moral judge-
ments, remains a counterpart of the Nymph both in terms of role and pos-
ture. The angels, concentrated on the left, and the “head-hunters”, on the
right, animate table 47 with their wind-blown garments. Warburg states:

“This is how winged Victories were shown on Roman triumphal arches,
or those dancing Maenads that, wittingly emulated, appeared for the first
time in the works of Donatello or Fra Filippo and reawoke the ancient style
which expressed greater vitality, the vitality that animates Judith or Raphael
accompanying Tobias, or the dancing Salome, winged figures which flew
out of the workshops of Verrocchio, Botticelli and Ghirlandaio, the pro-
ducts of a felicitous grafting of the evergreen branch of pagan antiquity on
to the withered tree of bourgeois Flanders-like painting”.

Moreover, the image of Tobias and the angel — shown on plate 46 between
the illuminations from Lucrezia Tornabuoni’s codex (46.9) — returns on
plate 47 (47.17, 47.18, 47.19), but in this case a particular detail undoes
the apparent contrast between decorous ritual and the pathetic state of ag-
itation of certain figures shown in the two preceding plates: the clutching
of hands and the gesture of indication and offering. These exchanges of
gestures express care, guidance and solicitude, and they create themes that
relate to the protagonists of the biblical and gospel scenes (for example the
angel holding Tobias by the hand and the Virgin holding Jesus by the hand
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47.5,47.13, 47.15). The silent eloquence of gestures, so important in plate
47, explains and emphasises eloquent gestures merely alluded to in table 46
(the angel holding Tobias by the hand, 46.9; the Virgin holding Elizabeth’s
hand, 46.19; the noble lady holding her hands out to the Muses, 46.25).

'The synoptical reading of these three sequential plates (45, 46, 47) which
are tightly linked together makes us aware of a problem which was already
perceptible in the reading of plate 42. There emerges a difference in seman-
tic intensity and level of comunication between the emotive formula — an
imprinted and reemergent symbol of the cultural tradition of the western
world, and as such, if not instinctive, is always easy to read — and what we
would define as the ‘eloquent gesture’ — an actio pro verbo which has a
contingent communicative legacy, and can be desemanticised to the extent
of being unintelligible. The fact that the pathos stirs the entire body giving
life to out and out ‘postural formulas’ should also be noted; the ‘eloquent
gesture’ on the other hand (whether allegorical, ritualistic, ceremonial or
conventional) is concentrated on the movements of the hands.
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