
D  
onato di Niccolò di Betto di Bardo – 
Donatello – came from a Florentine 
family, many of whose members 
were labourers in the city’s woollen-
cloth industry. His father, Niccolò, 

and grandfather, Betto, residents of a working-class 
Oltrarno neighbourhood, were tiratori, operators of the 
tenters used to stretch cloth after it had been cleaned 
and thickened during its manufacture. He had at least 
one sister, Tita, and one brother, the much older Baldo, 
who was either a wool burler or a gravedigger; Tita, 
her disabled son Giuliano, Donatello and his and Tita’s 
elderly mother, Orsa, lived in the same household 
in the 1420s–30s.1 By 1378, Niccolò had assumed a 
prominent position among the wool workers who, 
in that year, formed guilds and then a revolutionary 
government that for the first time included workers. 
When this government collapsed, Niccolò was exiled 
from Florence, but by 1382 he was back. Tita was born 
around the year of his return and Donato in or around 
1386. Now in the good graces of a new regime, Niccolò 

was rewarded with various offices, including, in 
September 1399, the position of capitano of the fortress 
of San Barnaba, a defensive fortification constructed 
by the Florentines in Pistoia.2 He held the post until his 
death from plague in January 1401.

Though Donatello departed from family tradition in 
his choice of profession, the products of his father and 
grandfather’s labour, and those of related industries, 
were central to his practice. He shaped cloth imbued 
with wax to form Judith’s vestments in his Judith 
and Holofernes (1457–64; fig.10); and his sculptures 
contain meticulous representations of materials 
ranging from heavy wool to sturdy leather to delicate 
silk (figs 34 and 35).3 Particularly consequential for 
Donatello’s formation was his father’s appointment as 
capitano of San Barnaba, which resulted in the family’s 
residence in Pistoia between 1399 and 1401. Their time 
in the city overlapped with the period during which 
Filippo Brunelleschi fashioned several parcel-gilt silver 
reliefs and statuettes – made of silver-rich sheets 
forged (hammered), inscribed with patterns 
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3.7 DONATELLO (c .1386–1466)
Attis-Amorino

c.1435–40
Bronze, partially gilded, 103 × 55 × 45 cm
Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence
Inv.Bronzi 448

Provenance
Probably commissioned by the Bartolini (later called Bartolini 
Salimbeni) family; moved in the sixteenth century to the casa 
Doni; sold by Pietro Doni in 1778 to the Gallerie degli Uffizi; 
transferred to the Bargello in 1865.
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This figure, at once beguiling and enigmatic, 
is one of several free-standing bronze statues 
that Donatello made from the 1420s. Probably 
dating to the late 1430s, the sculpture exemplifies 
the spiritello (sprite) figural type inspired by the 
ancient putto and reimagined by Donatello. 
Typically his spiritelli, nude or lightly clothed, have 
wings and, as in this smiling or laughing youth, 
express joy. The Attis-Amorino, however, contains 
a unique combination of additional features: a tail; 
a cord (with a poppy flower affixed to it) encircling 
the head and hanging between the wings; a broad 
leather belt adorned with gilded poppy seedpods 
and leaves; leggings; and a snake winding around 
the figure’s sandals and winged feet. It has been 
suggested that Donatello fashioned the wax 

model of the boy using a mould and then added 
the hair, clothing and snake by modelling their 
forms directly onto the body.24 Poppy pods were a 
symbol of the Bartolini family, and the statue may 
have been commissioned by Lionardo Bartolini, 
a close ally of Cosimo de’ Medici from at least the 
1430s.25 It probably stood atop a pedestal (perhaps 
eventually cat.3.8) whose presumed height, along 
with the figure’s upward gaze, made him seem as 
if engaging some celestial entity.
No single source, ancient or medieval, describes 

any figure matching this youth. Scholars have 
nonetheless proposed an array of identities. 
Giorgio Vasari called him Mercury;26 in the 
seventeenth century writers identified him as 
Lucifer, Mercury, Perseus27 or the ancient Phrygian 

shepherd Attis.28 Others have hypothesized, 
among many possibilities advanced, a Cupid 
(or amorino), Hercules, a faun, an ancient genius 
(guardian spirit), a wine spirit, or an eros pantheos 
– a Cupid simultaneously assuming the form of 
numerous pagan gods. The iconography, which 
indeed blends elements of many figures, perhaps 
emerged from intellectual circles close to the 
Medici who in the late 1430s became interested in 
various systems of pagan philosophical thought. 
The use of costly, prestigious bronze – an unusual 
choice for a private artwork – probably also 
indicates the influence of the Medici, who in this 
period commissioned their own domestic bronze 
statues from Donatello. ab
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Arguably the greatest sculptor of all time, Donatello 
(c.1386–1466) was at the vanguard of a revolution 
in sculptural practice in the early Renaissance. 
Combining ideas from classical and medieval sculpture 
to create innovative sculptural forms, Donatello had 
an unparalleled ability to portray emotions in works 
intended to inspire spiritual devotion. Working in marble, 
bronze, wood, terracotta and stucco, he contributed to 
major commissions of church and state; was an intimate 
of the Medici family and their circle in Florence, and 
highly sought after in other Italian cities. This book 
explores Donatello’s extraordinary creativity within the 
vibrant artistic and cultural context of fifteenth-century 
Italy, surveying his early connection with goldsmiths’ 
work and the collaborative nature of his workshop and 
processes. It also reflects on Donatello’s legacy, reviewing 
how his sculpture inspired subsequent generations in the 
later Renaissance and beyond.
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Arguably the greatest sculptor of all time, 
Donatello (about 1386–1466) was at the 
vanguard of a revolution in sculptural 
practice in the early Renaissance. 
Combining ideas from classical and 
medieval art to create his own innovative 
style, he had an unparalleled ability to 
portray emotions in works intended 
to inspire spiritual devotion. Working 
in marble, bronze, wood, terracotta 
and stucco, Donatello contributed to 
major commissions of church and state; 
was an intimate of the Medici family 
and their circle in Florence, and highly 
sought after in other Italian cities. This 
book explores Donatello’s extraordinary 
creativity within the vibrant artistic 
and cultural context of 15th-century 
Italy, surveying his early connection 
with goldsmiths’ work and the 
collaborative nature of his workshop and 
processes. It also reflects on Donatello’s 
legacy, exploring how his sculpture 
inspired subsequent generations in 
the later Renaissance and beyond. 
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