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Fig. 01: Virgin and Child within an Arch here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1445-54, 
Florence, Italy (Wallace Collection, UK)
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A large rectangular relief of the Virgin and Child 
within an Arch (Fig. 01) and a smaller arched relief 
of the Virgin and Child within a Niche (Fig. 02) 
are recognized as two of the earliest sculptural 
productions of what is today considered the genre 
of plaquettes, being the reproductive casting of 
small reliefs in metal with an origin in the early 

Italian Renaissance. As suggested by their subject 
and scale, both reliefs were intended for private 
devotional use. The larger relief could stand-alone 
or may have served as the central panel for a house 
altar.1 In one instance, it was appropriated as a 
tabernacle door.2 The smaller relief is unanimously 
recognized as intended for use on paxes, to be set 
into a frame and used during the liturgy. 

Both reliefs show a distinct awareness of 
Donatello’s inventions. Douglas Lewis notes their 
rilievo schiacciato, a sophisticated technique of 
low-relief sculpture invented and popularized by 
Donatello.3 The larger relief reflects Donatello’s 
anatomical typology for the child Christ4 while the 
disappearance of the child’s arm behind the Virgin 
recalls an early relief portraying the Virgin and 
Child Christ within a Mantle attributed to a young 
Donatello or sometimes credited to Lorenzo 
Ghiberti.5 The architectural motif of the Virgin 
and Child within an Arch is frequently noted 
for its reflection of Donatello’s use of antique 
architecture to add perspectival depth to the 
scene, as noted and compared against his bronze 
relief of the Feast of Herod for the Baptistery Font 
in the Cathedral of Siena.6 While some scholars 
have attributed the relief directly to Donatello7 a 

Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole 
and the origins of the Florentine plaquette

Fig. 02: Virgin and Child within a Niche here attributed to 
Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, 
Italy (National Gallery of Art, Washington DC)
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majority of scholars have opted to associate it with 
a follower of the master8 and possibly after a lost 
model by Donatello from the 1420s-30s.9 The idea 
that the relief could be an early work by Bertoldo 
di Giovanni, Donatello’s late collaborator, was 
posited by Wilhelm von Bode10 and considered 
also by Francesco Negri Arnoldi,11 although the 
idea gained little traction.12 
 
The Virgin and Child within a Niche has also been 
attributed to Donatello, drawing on its likeness 
with Donatello’s marble Pazzi Madonna (Fig. 
03) or his bronze tomb slab for Bishop Pecci.13 
The feature of the shell niche on this relief and 
Pecci’s tomb also correspond with Donatello’s 
other commissions throughout the 1420s and 
around 1430, like his tabernacle for the Saint 
Louis of Toulouse formerly in Or San Michele or 

the Madonna della Gherardesca and Torrigiani 
Madonna at the Museo Nazionale del Bargello.14 
However, a majority of scholars attribute the 
relief to an anonymous sculptor in Donatello’s 
immediate circle,15 in particular, Bertrand Jestaz 
was skeptical Donatello would occupy himself 
with the serial facture of such a small work 
more aligned with a follower inspired by the 
Pazzi Madonna.16 Giancarlo Gentilini tentatively 
suggested Andrea Guardi or a young Filerate as 
possible inventors of the relief 17 and John Pope-
Hennessy tentatively suggested Donatello’s 
collaborator, Michelozzo, as a possible author18 
while Lewis endorsed the later attribution on 
stylistic grounds.19 Current scholarship has opted 
to retain an attribution to Donatello’s circle or 
workshop20 although Jeremy Warren cautiously 
considered Michelozzo a possibility.21

The relief may have been originally conceived 
in its small scale, qualifying it as what Lewis 
described to be “perhaps the first true plaquette,”22 
while other scholars have considered it a reduced-
scale copy of a larger lost prototype by Donatello. 
Warren has recently noted an enlarged painted 
and gilt stucco version of the composition, 
formerly known by an art market example, 
which could instead suggest the plaquette, and 
presumably other stucco casts, preserve the 
essence of a lost marble original by Donatello.23 
Nonetheless, the inventive production of a small 
relief in metal would have initiated new serial 
applications of relief sculpture in a more durable, 
prestigious and antique-inspired medium, serving 
as an alternative to the serially produced stucco, 
terracotta and cartapesta workshop reproductions 
of the period. Notably, the larger Virgin and Child 

Fig. 03: Pazzi Madonna by Donatello, marble, ca. 1420, 
Florence, Italy (Bode-Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin)
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within an Arch is known by a minority of bronze 
casts24 whereas alternative productions in stucco25 
and terracotta26 are slightly more common.

Although the inspirational models for the reliefs 
of the Virgin and Child within an Arch and Virgin 
and Child within a Niche have their genesis with 
Donatello and his activity during the 1420s-30s, 
the idea that the metal reliefs themselves are from 

this period remains questionable even though 
some scholars have ascribed them to this time-
frame. Warren, for example, takes care to note that 
the model for the Virgin and Child within an Arch 
could date around 1430 while the bronze casts 
are more likely dated to the mid-15th century and 
probably produced in a workshop in Donatello’s 
ambit.27 

Fig. 04: Reliquary of the Holy Girdle of the Virgin by Maso di Bartolomeo, bronze, ivory, wood, ca. 1446-48 (Museum of the Works of 
the Prato Cathedral - Piccoli Grandi Musei)
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As regards the smaller Virgin and Child within a 
Niche, an attention toward the advent of serially 
made paxes should be considered. A majority 
of early quattrocento paxes were produced 
individually in fine materials like silver and did 
not transition into serially produced bronze 
objects until closer to the mid-15th century. The 
beginnings of this can be observed in the serial 

facture of bronze appliques intended to be set 
into various objects like processional crosses and 
tabernacle doors, translated also for use on paxes 
with individual or separately cast parts for frames. 
The popularity of the pax also arose in congress 
with their demand. Filarete’s earliest paxes date 
to the mid-1440s and this may likewise apply to 
the dating of paxes emanating from Donatello’s 
sphere. The invention of a small relief intended for 
use on paxes is more likely an invention born out 
of the generation that followed Donatello.

As concerns the development of serially produced 
bronze paxes in Florence, the present author has 
already suggested a possible experimentation 
in this direction by Donatello’s occasional 
collaborator, Maso di Bartolomeo, whose 
expertise in bronze and inventive production of 
the Reliquary for the Holy Girdle of the Virgin 
(Fig. 04) made for the Opera del Duomo in 
Prato between 1446-48 may have been stimulus 
for the creation of small-scale works in bronze 
requiring a sophisticated level of craftsmanship.28 
Maso’s subsequent work on the bronze doors 
for the North Sacristy of Florence Cathedral, in 
collaboration with Michelozzo and Luca Della 
Robbia, may have been further impetus for the 
idea of serially produced bronze paxes, spurred 
by Luca’s success and achievements in the serial 
facture of glazed terracottas during the 1440s. 

On account of its close correspondence with 
Luca and Michelozzo’s designs and a stylistic 
consistency between the carved ivory putti on 
Maso’s Reliquary for the Holy Girdle, the present 
author has suggested Maso and his workshop 

Fig. 05: Pax with the Madonna and Child flanked by Two Adoring 
Angels here attributed to the workshop of Maso di Bartolomeo, 
bronze, ca. 1440s-1450s, Florence, Italy (National Gallery of Art, 
Washington DC)
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were responsible for a pax of the Madonna and 
Child flanked by two Adoring Angels, known by 
examples at the National Gallery of Art29 (Fig. 05) 
and one formerly in Berlin.30 The pax is comprised 
of at least 13-to-14 individually cast parts, joined 
by sprues which have been carefully hammered 
and concealed, although the Berlin example is 
possibly an earlier experimental iteration of the 
pax, lacking finesse with regard to concealing the 
sprues and suggesting an environment in which 
the logistics of production were continually being 
improved upon. 

While the Virgin and Child within a Niche is 
acknowledged for its intended use on paxes it is 
enigma that no published examples preserve a 
contemporary example in its original frame. A few 
examples in pax-form, however, are known. The 
most common variety, known by three examples,31 
features the relief cast integrally with an arched 
frame of Lombard origin, perhaps from the mid-
16th century, surmounted by dolphins and the 
head of a putto. That the relief is cast integral 
with the frame is immediate evidence for its later 
facture while the motif lacks the scalloped niche 
and is naively overworked. 

A single example in pax-form, providing a 
terminus ante quem, is at the British Museum, 
dated 1486 and featuring the arms of Marino 
Tomacelli who was Bishop of Cassano from 1485-
94.32 Although an earlier cast, this version is 
again debased, cast integral and floating against a 
stippled background. 

More obscure is a truncated repoussé copper 
example from the vault of the sacristy of the 
Church of St. Ursula in Cologne, Germany in 
which a late 15th century gothic pax frame features 
the relief hinged on a pin for storing a small relic 
behind it (Fig. 06). Though scarcely discussed, it 
is one of the earliest appropriations of an Italian 
design on a Northern pax. 

Here published for the first time is a probable 
contemporary example of the relief in its original 
frame (Fig. 07). The bronze has a high copper 
content typical of mid-15th century Florentine 
bronzes and although the handle is either a 
replacement or was removed and adjusted, the Fig. 06: Virgin and Child in a Niche, bronze, ca. 1440-1500, 

Florence, Italy (relief) and Cologne, Germany (pax frame) 
(Church of St. Ursula, Cologne)
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impression left behind by a former bolt, originally 
securing it, is consistent with quattrocento paxes. 
The rope molded border and predella of the pax 
reflects the same kind observed on Michelozzo’s 
Madonna and Child marble at the Bargello (Fig. 
08). 

Unlike the previously discussed paxes, the present 
one features an independent example of the relief 
set into a separately cast frame comprised of six 
individually cast parts.33 Unique to this example 

is the raised flange along the exterior margin of 
the relief which hugs the protruding edge of the 
frame (Fig. 09). Independent casts of the relief 
do not feature this raised marginal flange but 
appear taken from an impression of only the flat 
interior surface. Rather than being cast, the relief 
on the present pax may instead be a repoussé work 
embossed over a master model and enhanced 
with chased details. This experimental approach 
may have been employed prior to casting the 
individual examples of the relief that are more 

Fig. 07: Virgin and Child in a Niche here attributed to Michele di 
Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, Italy

Fig. 08: Madonna and Child by Michelozzo, marble, ca. 1430, 
Florence, Italy (Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence)
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popularly known today and deriving perhaps 
from treated wax impressions taken from the 
original model. The production of a theoretically 
earlier repoussé variant of the relief mimicking 
the stamp-like production of stucco, cartapesta 
and terracottas typical of Florentine workshops 
may have preceded the use of individual casts of 
the relief enterprising from the original model.34 
It is possible the copper repoussé example in 
Cologne, cropped to fit into its later gothic frame 
and featuring the exposed edges of a former 
flange, may be an additional instance of this early 
workshop practice, removed from its original 
context and applied to a later Northern one.

The close affinity of this pax with Michelozzo, 
and the hypothetical production of paxes in the 
workshop of Maso di Bartolomeo may direct us 
to an overlooked candidate for the author of this 
relief and that of the Virgin and Child within an 
Arch: Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, also called 
Michele di Giovanni di Bartolo, or simply “Il 
Greco,” a nickname he presumably earned for his 
unabated affection for the classical.35 

Although considered to have emerged from the 
school of Michelozzo and Bernardo Rossellino, 
Michele’s activity in Florence is hardly known. 
Documents place his birth probably in 1418 and 
in 1440 he became registered as a member of the 
guild of masters of stone and wood.36 That same 
year he was responsible for the inlaid wooden 
cabinets still in situ within the sacristy of the 
Basilica of Santa Croce in Florence. It is during 
the 1440s that Michele probably met Maso di 
Bartolomeo and possibly began working as an 
assistant in his workshop and perhaps initially 

Fig. 09: Detail of the Virgin and Child in a Niche here attributed 
to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, 
Florence, Italy

Fig. 10: Detail of a wood-inlaid door panel for the entrance hall 
of the Novitiate leading to the Sacristy of the Medici Chapel 
at Santa Croce, Florence by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, 
ca. 1440s (left); detail of a pax with the Madonna and Child 
flanked by Two Adoring Angels here attributed to the workshop 
of Maso di Bartolomeo, bronze, ca. 1440s-1450s, Florence, 
Italy (right; National Gallery of Art, Washington DC)
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with wooden models used for bronze casting.37 
If so, Michele would have been witness to the 
production of the bronze candlesticks in Maso’s 
workshop produced during the 1440s as well 
as the gilt bronze door and reliquary casket for 
the chapel housing the Relic of the Girdle at the 
Opera del Duomo in Prato. He may have also 
observed the initial production related to the 
bronze doors for the North Sacristy of Florence 
Cathedral, originally charged to Donatello but 
entrusted to Maso, Michelozzo and Luca della 
Robbia. After Donatello left Florence in 1444 and 
with Michelozzo’s increased focus on architecture, 
Maso became the leading bronzista of Florence 
during this period.38 

During the last half of the 1440s, Maso would 
continue to collaborate with Michelozzo on 

projects for Piero de’ Medici at Santissima 
Annunziata and the church of San Miniato 
al Monte in Florence. If Michele was active as 
an assistant during this period, presumably 
occupied with minor works, this might account 
for the distinctive nimbus of the Madonna on 
the Madonna and Child flanked by two Adoring 
Angels pax whose motif appears also on the wood 
inlay of a door Michele executed for Michelozzo’s 
portal within Santa Croce during the 1440s (Fig. 
10).39 That Michele was a member of the stone 
and wood guild would not have inhibited him 
from gathering an experience in bronze and being 
qualified to work in the medium, as members were 
known to tangentially work in bronze.40 Michele’s 
capability in the medium is confirmed when he 
assumes Maso’s role as cannon founder and official 
sculptor for the Republic of Dubrovnik (Ragusa) 

Fig. 11: Detail of the tympanum for the portal of San Domenico, Urbino by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, stone, 1554 (left); detail 
of the Virgin and Child within an Arch here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 1445-54, Florence, Italy (right; National 
Gallery of Art, Washington DC)
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in 1457-58, following Maso’s tragic death while 
testing a bombard there in 1457.41 

Michele’s earliest connection to Maso is confirmed 
when, in 1554, he went to Urbino along with 
another of Maso’s trusted assistants, Pasquino 
da Montepulciano, to complete the portal for 
the façade of San Domenico, begun in 1449. The 
project was commissioned by the Duke of Urbino, 
Federigo da Montefeltro, and was overseen by Fra 
Carnevale. The angels flanking God the Father in 
the portal’s tympanum are confidently ascribed to 
Michele and it is in this relief that we may observe 
an initial relationship with the Virgin and Child 
within an Arch. A similar spirit is evident in the 
facial character of the infant-angel and the Virgin. 

Specifically, the eyes have the same semi-circular 
shape with lids outlined by neatly arched strokes 
and pupils delineated by a modest drilled-hole 
(Fig. 11). 

Michele remained in Urbino where he was enlisted 
again under the auspices of Fra Carnevale, to assist 
in the decoration of the Duke’s palace adjacent to 
San Domenico, tasked with converting its gothic 
interiors with an updated antiquarian modality 
rife with Classical and Florentine influences. In 
particular, Michele was assigned the decoration 
of the Appartamento della Jole where his stylistic 
tendencies are most evident. A notable portrayal 
of his talent is additionally found on a stone 
relief of the Madonna and Child with Four Angels, 

Fig. 12: Detail of the Virgin and Child within a Niche here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, 
Italy (left; National Gallery of Art, Washington DC); detail of the stone window ornaments in the Sala della Jole in the Ducal Palazzo, 
Urbino, by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 1554-57 (right)
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Fig. 13: Detail of the Virgin and Child within a Niche here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, 
Italy (center; National Gallery of Art, Washington DC); details of the stone window ornaments in the Sala della Jole in the Ducal 
Palazzo, Urbino, by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 1554-57 (left and right)

Fig. 14: Detail of the Virgin and Child within an Arch here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 1445-54, Florence, Italy 
(left; National Gallery of Art, Washington DC); detail of the stone window ornaments in the Sala della Jole in the Ducal Palazzo, 
Urbino, by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 1554-57 (right)
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probably intended for a chapel within the palace 
but whose original context is lost.42 

It is in the various works Michele provided for the 
ducal palace where further stylistic comparisons 
may be drawn against the bronze reliefs of the 
Virgin and Child within an Arch and Virgin and 
Child within a Niche. Returning to the rendering 
of eyes, we observe an austere yet potent intensity 
on a cherub featured in the tondo of a window 
decoration in the Sala della Jole. Its sharply 
outlined character recalls the eyes of the Virgin 
and Child in a Niche (Fig. 12) while the motif itself 
is born out of the logical influence of Luca della 
Robbia and Michelozzo, which Matteo Ceriana 
compares against a cherub by Luca on the tomb 

for Bishop Federighi at Santa Trinita in Florence 
and the cherub in a window decoration attributed 
to Michelozzo’s workshop at the Pazzi Chapel in 
Santa Croce, Florence.43 

Other idiosyncratic details can be made in 
comparison with the tondo busts that navigate the 
Sala della Jole’s window ornament. For example, 
the specific approach to rendering tufts of hair 
which are demarcated by stacked curls alternating 
direction along each tier (Fig. 13). The way in 
which the sculptor treats the stone is similar 
to his approach toward chasing bronze. This is 
most evident in the tondo featuring a bearded 
man whose wild strands are carved vigorously in 
a manner recalling the heavily chased cast of the 

Fig. 15: Detail of the Virgin and Child in a Niche here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, Italy 
(left); detail of the stone window ornaments in the Sala della Jole in the Ducal Palazzo, Urbino, by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 
1554-57 (right)
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Fig. 16: Madonna and Child with Four Angels by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, stone, ca. 1554-57 
(Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino)
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National Gallery of Art’s Virgin and Child within an 
Arch (Fig. 14).44 A less dynamic approach is likewise 
comparable between the treatment of hair observed 
on a bust of a man and that of the child Christ on the 
chased Virgin and Child within a Niche pax (Fig. 15). 

Further stylistic tendencies are evident on Michele’s 
Madonna and Child with Four Angels (Fig. 16). The 
very specific ornament along the cuff of the Madonna’s 
sleeve favors the one also observed on the Virgin and 
Child within an Arch (Fig. 17) while the Madonna’s 
folded collar is a stylistic hallmark observed also in the 
attendant angels in the background of the relief as well 
as on the infant-angels featured in the tympanum of 
the San Domenico portal (Fig. 18). Its feature on the 
Virgin’s collar in the Virgin and Child within a Niche is 
tantamount, inclusive of the ruled lines which border 
its interior ornament.

The architectural character of the Madonna and Child 
with Four Angels epitomizes the classical vocabulary 
found on the two bronze reliefs, inclusive of the 
scalloped niche and especially the receding bay 
within which the Madonna and Child are set before a 
retreating architrave. The squared frames outlining the 
pseudo-triptych also recall the tiered moulding that 
squares the Madonna and Child within an Arch relief. 
The rotund face of the child Christ and his wafting 
tufts of hair also recall the child Christ on the same 
bronze relief. 

The use of single-point perspective in the Virgin and 
Child within an Arch may also owe an indebtedness 
to Fra Carnevale’s influence over Michele, having 
intimately overseen the decorative program for the 
palace apartments. Carnevale’s arrival in Florence in 
1445 would have given him ample opportunity to meet 

Fig. 17: Detail of the Madonna and Child with Four Angels 
by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, stone, ca. 1554-57 
(top; Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino); detail of 
Virgin and Child within an Arch here attributed to Michele 
di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1445-54, Florence, 
Italy (bottom; Wallace Collection, UK)
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Michele, especially if Michele was active in Maso’s 
workshop, as documents indicate Maso’s rapport 
with Carnevale, who was likely responsible for 
Maso’s subsequent involvement in the creation of 
the portal for San Domenico in Urbino.45 

Lastly, attention has been given to a sketch 
depicting three scenes of the Virgin and Child at 
the Musée Condé Chantilly, frequently attributed 
to Pisanello or his ambit, ca. 1432-40 (Fig. 19). The 
figure group along the right-side of the sketch 
shares a homogeny with the Virgin and Child 
within a Niche while the group along the base of 
the sheet is a precise reproduction of the Virgin 
and Child within an Arch. Michele may have 
been aware of this sketch and numerous others 
by the same hand that once formed a collection 
of designs presumably circulating Florence and 
Rome during the mid-15th century. Some of the 
sketches reproduce scenes from an antique Roman 
sarcophagus known during the Renaissance,46 

upon which Michele based his classical scene of 
a Bacchic procession for the fireplace of the Sala 
della Jole (Fig. 20).47 Other fireplaces in the palace 
feature flying putto flanking heraldic devices. 
Their legs extend with pointed feet in a pose that 
echoes that of the standing child upon the parapet 
of the Virgin and Child within an Arch (Fig. 21).

Michele’s theoretical activity in Maso’s workshop 
during the last half of the 1540s provides a suitable 
context from which the two bronze reliefs would 
have been conceived. It was during this period 
that Maso worked closely with other major artistic 
Florentines like Michelozzo and Luca della Robbia 
and the overarching influence of Donatello’s touch 
upon these masters provides ample context for the 
invention of the two reliefs. Given the distinctive 
Florentine nature of the two reliefs, they were 
likely conceived in that city sometime prior to 
Michele’s departure for Urbino in 1454. 

Fig. 18: Detail of the tympanum for the portal of San Domenico, Urbino by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, stone, 1554 (left); detail 
of the Virgin and Child within a Niche here attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, bronze, ca. 1440-54, Florence, Italy (center; 
National Gallery of Art, Washington DC); detail of the Madonna and Child with Four Angels by Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, stone, 
ca. 1554-57 (right; Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino)
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Fig. 19: Sketch of Three scenes of the Virgin and Child, anonymous or workshop of Pisanello, mid-15th century 
(Musée Condé, Chantilly, France)
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Fig. 20 (above): Details of the Sala 
della Jole fireplace in the Ducal 
Palazzo, Urbino, by Michele di 
Giovanni da Fiesole. ca. 1554-57 
(left and right); sketch of Pan and 
Two Maenads and the Heads of 
Two Lions, anonymous, Lombardy, 
mid-15th century, after a Roman 
sarcophagus (center; Biblioteca 
Ambrosiana, Milan)

Fig. 21 (left): Detail of the Virgin and 
Child within an Arch here attributed 
to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, 
ca. 1445-54, Florence, Italy (left; 
National Gallery of Art, Washington 
DC); detail of a putto by Michele 
di Giovanni da Fiesole (turned 90° 
counter-clockwise; right; Galleria 
Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino)
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