
[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


Copyright © 2019 by Alan Pascuzzi

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First Edition

Passages from The Craftsman’s Handbook by Cennino Cennini, translated by D. V. Thompson are reprinted by permission of Dover Publications.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

Visit the author’s site at www.alanpascuzzi.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Pascuzzi, Alan, author.

Title: Becoming Michelangelo : apprenticing to the master, and discovering the artist through his drawings / Alan Pascuzzi.

Description: First edition. | New York : Arcade Publishing, 2019.

Identifiers: LCCN 2018055735 | ISBN 9781628729153 (hardback)

Subjects: LCSH: Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1475-1564—Knowledge and learning. | Art—Study and teaching. | Drawing, Italian—Copying. | CYAC: Artists—Training of. | BISAC: ART / History / Renaissance. | ART / European. | BIOGRAPHY & AUTOBIOGRAPHY / Artists, Architects, Photographers.

Classification: LCC N6923.B9 P376 2019 | DDC 709.2—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018055735

Jacket design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt

Front jacket artwork: © Alan Pascuzzi (figure drawing); © janeb13/Pixabay (Creation of Adam detail); © iStockphoto (paper and fabric textures)

Printed in China



This work is dedicated to my parents, 
Louis and Yolanda, 
whose love and gentleness are with me always;

to all of those who offered support and encouragement in my endeavors;

to my wife, Loredana; and to my children, Gioele, Elia, 
and little Amelia, who was born when I was finishing this book.





[image: images]

Contents

[image: images]

Author’s Note

PREFACE: What This Book Is

CHAPTER ONE: Did Michelangelo Have to Learn How to Draw?

CHAPTER TWO: Wanting to Become a Master

CHAPTER THREE: A Lofty Spirit: My Apprenticeship to Michelangelo

CHAPTER FOUR: The World of Renaissance Drawings

CHAPTER FIVE: Michelangelo’s Early Apprenticeship

CHAPTER SIX: Michelangelo, the Medici, and a Career Change

CHAPTER SEVEN: Michelangelo Returns to Florence, 1501–1504

CHAPTER EIGHT: The Drawings for the Battle of Cascina

CHAPTER NINE: The Drawings for the Sistine Chapel, Part I

CHAPTER TEN: The Drawings for the Sistine Chapel, Part II

CONCLUSION

Acknowledgments

Appendix

Glossary

Illustration Credits





[image: images]

Author’s Note
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A DANGEROUS DIMENSION OF MASTERY

There I sat, staring at what I had done. It was February 1996, and I was alone in the drawing room of the British Museum in London, surrounded by boxes of some the most important drawings by Michelangelo. Before me was an original Michelangelo drawing in red chalk, perhaps one of his finest, a study of Adam for the Sistine Chapel ceiling (Figure 1). Beside it, a copy I had just finished was, if I may say so, perfect. I had tinted the paper to make it look old, cut the sheet to the same size as the original, and used the same type of natural red chalk, from Florence, Italy, that Michelangelo had used (Figure 2). I had spent hours that morning drawing it while carefully studying the original. There wasn’t a single mark, stroke of shading, muscle, or stray line that I did not reproduce. It was a cloned Michelangelo original. And I sat and looked, feeling radiant and glorious. I had spent the last five years copying Michelangelo drawings, and this was the finest I had executed yet. Then, suddenly, an uncharacteristically sinister thought popped into my head. I looked around; no one was watching. I could return my copy with the originals and place the original in my portfolio and simply walk out. My God, I thought, I could take this!

[image: images]

FIGURE 1: Michelangelo, study for Adam, red chalk, 190 x 237 mm (7.7 x 9.3 inches).
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FIGURE 2: Alan Pascuzzi, copy after Michelangelo, study for Adam, red chalk, 190 x 237 mm (7.7 x 9.3 inches).

I could already see the headline in the International Herald Tribune: Fulbright Scholar Steals Michelangelo Drawing and Replaces It with Exact Copy. How many years could I get for it? Would it be worth it for the glory and fame? Wait, I thought, isn’t this what Michelangelo did to Ghirlandaio? Didn’t he copy his master’s drawings so well that he put his copies back into the master’s portfolio and passed them off as originals? I sat there, reflecting on whether I should begin a life of crime right there in the British drawing cabinet. An attendant passing by interrupted my imagined brush with crime and infamy and brought me down to earth. I placed the Michelangelo original back in its box—not without some faint regret, I admit.

While collecting my drawing tools and slipping my copy into my portfolio, I began to think of what this meant. I had arrived, finally. After years of libraries and travels and fighting against the yin and yang of my academic and artistic schizophrenia, with this copy, this perfect copy, perhaps I had finally entered into that long-desired realm: a dimension of mastery.
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PREFACE

What This Book Is
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I OWE THE READER AN explanation of the nature of this book. In 1999, I submitted my PhD dissertation, Michelangelo’s Early Drawings: The Formation of the Artist, to my committee at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri. In it, I presented a scholarly and artistic study of all of Michelangelo’s early drawings in a dense, cold, note-ridden academic brick of four hundred pages. Only the professors on my committee read my dissertation, I suspect—seven in all. This book, however, is not for an academic committee of seven. Instead, Becoming Michelangelo is an artist’s study of an artist—the way I had always desired to study him. It is for anyone who loves Michelangelo’s art and is moved by his genius.

In writing this book, I returned to the Kunsthistorisches Library in Florence where I had done all of my dissertation research. The “Kunst,” as it is affectionately called by art historians, contains one of the most complete collections of art history publications on Earth. As I looked up at the section where the books on Michelangelo are kept, I was confronted with several huge wooden shelves filled from floor to ceiling with literally hundreds of tomes on Michelangelo—on his art, poetry, everything down to his bank records. There are four volumes of just the lists of books and articles written about him alone. Five hundred forty-odd years after Michelangelo’s death, art historians are still writing about him—and give no signs of stopping. There are dozens of biographies, from Condivi and Vasari to Hibbard and even my own professor, William Wallace, that contain a comprehensive view of his life and works. The best of all wasn’t written by an art historian and isn’t even an academic biography. It is Irving Stone’s The Agony and the Ecstasy, a brilliantly written novel about Michelangelo that weaves historical fact and fiction to provide an insightful view of the artist’s life and work. I suggest all of these works for the reader interested in the life of Michelangelo.

With so much already written about him, why would I bother writing another book on Michelangelo? Becoming Michelangelo is not another biography in the conventional sense. Instead, I am writing about Michelangelo from the standpoint of both an art historian and an artist. Through the study of the most practical side of his art—his drawings—I offer a way for the nonacademic reader to get inside his artistry and his life.

Before Michelangelo was a field of academic study, he was an artist. He was a master practitioner of his craft. As an artist myself, I approach my study of Michelangelo as a practitioner of the same craft. I rely on that part of my experience as well as my training as an art historian to excavate new ideas about Michelangelo the draftsman, insights that are not just for scholars, but for everyone.

This book offers a concentrated examination of Michelangelo’s gradual development into a master, roughly from 1485 to his completion of the Sistine Chapel ceiling in 1512—from when he was a teenager until he was thirty-seven. This period of the artist’s life was perhaps his most important: it is when Michelangelo learned to become Michelangelo. It was the basis for his entire career and subsequently his eternal fame.

I have always been drawn to Michelangelo’s style and force. When I began studying art in high school, I became even more attracted to his mastery of anatomy. In graduate school, I began to study him seriously. I was particularly fascinated by his achievements during his youth. He became a painter’s apprentice at just thirteen. I wanted to find a way to “relive” his artistic development from his point of view and, by doing so, learn to draw like him. And that is what I did: to understand Michelangelo and his masterpieces, I copied every single one of his extant drawings from this period at least two times over. I sought to enter into his mastery, discover how he became a master and perhaps even be like him. Rare is the art historian who does not secretly wish to be like the artists they study. For me, I had a double envy, as I was both an art historian and an artist.

To understand this period of Michelangelo’s life, I have drawn on the art historical record of events and dates, but I have relied equally upon my own art experience, specifically through copying his drawings. In addition, I bring to this study twenty years of living and working as an artist in Florence and experiencing the city’s unique creative ambiance, just as Michelangelo did in his time. The sixty-two drawings that I have analyzed and pieced together chronologically combine like tesserae to create a mosaic of Michelangelo’s artistic development. There are missing sections, but combining the artistic and historic approaches will help us to fill in the gaps.

My endeavor is to relate something that is extremely difficult to verbalize: a quasi-mystical, private artistic quest that Michelangelo experienced as a youth studying drawing in Florence. I want to offer a sense of being in a city where some of the greatest artists walked and of what it’s like being surrounded by Giotto and Brunelleschi and Masaccio, seeing beautiful things every day and trying to realize that same facility, that same beauty—and same mastery. In my own quest, I tried to understand and experience the artistic thirst that Michelangelo had when he drew from Giotto and Masaccio. I worked to channel his intense need to understand anatomy by drawing from the human figure. Following Michelangelo, I have attempted to master drawing—the basis of all the arts—in the centuries-old Florentine tradition. To do this I used the same materials, tools, and techniques as apprentices used in Michelangelo’s day.

Michelangelo drew to get closer to the masters and become a master himself. Pushed ever onward by a passion to learn, he undoubtedly felt elation with each good drawing but also frustration and a need to know more. A true artist never ceases to learn. Having tucked the good drawing safely in the portfolio stowed under his arm, he must have walked home through the narrow streets of Florence feeling one step closer to his goal. This feeling of growing mastery is what I want to convey in the most historical and visual way possible, and that’s why I’ve included so many of his drawings and my copies. Through the copies, we can identify the materials Michelangelo used and understand better how and why he drew using these materials and methods.

Although relying on my own artistic experience may seem subjective to art historians, it still has a methodology—one I made use of as a Fulbright scholar in Florence completing my dissertation. But ultimately the making of art is not a science to be objectively studied and analyzed; it is a passion that, to be understood, must be felt and experienced from the inside. I have tried to master the same drawing, painting, and sculpting techniques as Michelangelo, copying his works on paper (and in painting and sculpture) in the same city he learned to use them. I learned to make works of art like him as if he were my master and I his student. Have I discovered something new about Michelangelo? Perhaps I have only revealed facts that were already known, but my lens is a new, revolutionary way of looking at him and his artistic formation from the inside. Through this lens, Michelangelo is more human, more mortal like us, and perhaps even more incredible.
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Did Michelangelo Have to Learn How to Draw?
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MICHELANGELO: ONLY HUMAN?

One of my favorite quotes about Michelangelo comes from Mark Twain in The Innocents Abroad: “Enough, enough, enough! Say no more! … say that the Creator made Italy from the designs by Michael Angelo!” Nearly a century and a half after Twain’s comic protest, that is where we still are—we see Michelangelo as the artist who was so talented he couldn’t possibly have been human.

That perception is obviously not true, of course. Michelangelo was born in 1475 in Caprese, a small town near Arezzo, Italy, and he went on to become one of the greatest of the High Renaissance masters, along with Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, and Titian. We picture him as a boy genius or child prodigy like Mozart, but he had to learn to be an artist. He was not born a genius; he followed the traditional apprenticeship method common in the Renaissance—incredible as it may seem. When I looked deeply into Michelangelo’s youth and closely at his drawings, it became evident that he was in fact no different than any other young boy in the late 1400s whose attraction to art led to an apprenticeship.

The apprenticeship method of the 1400s was based on a traditional didactic structure whose main purpose was to train young boys the rudiments of drawing and painting as part of an artisanal craft, passed down from master to student in the context of a workshop. In some cases, this training included sculpture as well. The scope enabled the students to learn enough artistic skill to assist the master on large commissions before eventually breaking away to open up their own workshops. Initially, apprentices started with simple art exercises such as copying from the master’s drawings to learn contour and shading. After a period of copying, the apprentices began to draw from sculptures to understand three-dimensional form and volume. After several years of drawing, apprentices would start drawing from a live model and also began to learn to paint and help the master on large commissions.

As a student, I set out to explore the apprenticeship method in order to fully grasp how the divine Michelangelo began to learn to draw. Treatises from Theophilus Presbyter (ca. 1070–1125), Cennino Cennini (1370–ca. 1440), Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472), and Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) all served as textbooks of the time and described the didactic method of an apprenticeship, and they became my textbooks as well. It was all there, plain as day—just follow this method, and you will become a master. The idea fascinated me and fired my passion to find out more about Michelangelo but also, egoistically, to become a master myself. So that is what I did. I dedicated myself to following the same method as Michelangelo in order to fully understand how he became a master.

Soon my life and career would revolve around this process, and eventually I would not only teach it to student apprentices, but also use it to produce my own works in painting and sculpture. This book tells the story of both Michelangelo’s apprenticeship and my own. What I hope to accomplish in it is to share a new way of looking at Michelangelo—and, more important, to reveal the potential of the apprenticeship method, even centuries later, to create masters out of mere mortals like all of us.

MICHELANGELO’S APPRENTICESHIP: CONDIVI VS. VASARI

Where does one begin to understand Michelangelo’s apprenticeship? Of all the biographies of Michelangelo, the most trustworthy, and most entertaining, are by Giorgio Vasari and Ascanio Condivi. Both were contemporaries of his and wrote their biographies in the 1550s. It seems like a simple task: just read the biographies and you’ll get a clear picture of how Michelangelo began to study art. Unfortunately, this is not the case. From the primary-source biographies of both Vasari and Condivi, the subject of Michelangelo’s apprenticeship reveals itself to be hotly contested.

Giorgio Vasari and Ascanio Condivi had a difficult time retelling Michelangelo’s early years. Both tended to portray Michelangelo as superhuman and even divine, but neither could not completely ignore his ordinary artistic beginnings. The first biography of Michelangelo was contained in Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists of 1550. For art historians seeking primary source information on Renaissance artists, Giorgio Vasari, the first art historian in all respects, presents a unique problem. While Vasari sought to provide much factual information in his biographies, he also tended to shape and manipulate historical facts in order to convey his personal view of the artists or tell a good story. His account of Michelangelo’s early years sometimes evinces hero worship. According to Vasari, Michelangelo’s natural enthusiasm for art caused him to use every scrap of paper and every whitewashed wall to draw his figures. At thirteen, Michelangelo was sent to study as an apprentice under Domenico Ghirlandaio, one of the most successful artists of late Quattrocento Florence. While in Ghirlandaio’s workshop, he showed such great skill in drafting that he was openly envied by his older master. Vasari notes that Michelangelo left the workshop two or three years later to study sculpture under Bertoldo di Giovanni in the Medici sculpture garden founded by Lorenzo the Magnificent at San Marco. There he impressed Lorenzo so much that the powerful patron and virtual ruler of Florence took him into his own home and gave him the Neoplatonic education that formed the basis for the rest of his brilliant artistic career.

Michelangelo had his own idea of how his past should be portrayed and didn’t care for Vasari’s version. In response, he dictated his biography to one of his followers, Ascanio Condivi. Condivi’s Life of Michelangelo, published in 1553, is an attempt to “correct” Vasari’s version, in which Michelangelo is portrayed as having begun a formal apprenticeship like any other youth. Instead, Condivi commences his story with a romanticized description of “nature’s constant stimulus” acting on Michelangelo to become an artist. He also relates Michelangelo’s struggles against his father and uncles, who beat him when he abandoned letters for art. Although Condivi must have known of the apprenticeship, he chose to obscure that part of the history. Instead, he presents Michelangelo as wandering independently around Florence, “drawing one thing and then another at random, having no fixed place or course of study.” Rather than any mention of formal study, he emphasized Michelangelo’s friendship with another boy, named Francesco Granacci, who lived just around the corner from Michelangelo’s house in Via dei Bentaccordi near Santa Croce. According to Condivi, it was Michelangelo’s dear boyhood friend Granacci, not Ghirlandaio, who had some influence on his early training. The boy Michelangelo was self-driven in his independent artistic studies and learned “nothing from Ghirlandaio,” he asserts.

In the 1568 version of the Lives, Vasari responded to the Condivi biography, including an expanded version of the life of Michelangelo that appropriated material from Condivi’s biography but also added new information. Countering Condivi’s denial of Ghirlandaio’s influence on Michelangelo, Vasari cited verbatim the written agreement that he had only mentioned in his 1550 biography. Although a devout follower and admirer of Michelangelo, Vasari must have relished publishing the contract, which was between Michelangelo’s father, Lodovico Buonarroti, and Ghirlandaio. The document records:

I acknowledge and record, this first day of April, that I Lodovico di Leonardo di Buonarroti have engaged Michelangelo my son to Domenico and David di Tommaso di Currado for three years next to come, under the following conditions; that the said Michelangelo shall remain with the above named during all the said time, to the end that they may teach him to paint and to exercise their vocation, and that the above named shall have full command over him, paying him in the course of these three years twenty-four florins, as wages, in the first six, in the second eight, and in the third ten, being in all ninety-six lira.*

With the publication of the contract, the question of Michelangelo’s apprenticeship was finally answered—or so it would seem. Michelangelo didn’t respond to Vasari’s declaration, but he probably didn’t have to. He knew he had the means to leave an even more persuasive record of his early artistic beginnings for future generations, one that would reinforce the legend of his “divine” genius for art, no matter what any published contract might imply. The truth of his early artistic career would be revealed through the most powerful documents he had—his drawings.

Very few drawings from Michelangelo’s apprenticeship—roughly from 1485 to 1488—survive. It seems likely that Michelangelo destroyed anything that would have revealed the “human” struggle throughout his career—in other words, his “worst” boyhood drawings or drawings that showed his craftsman-like approach to commissions. He may even have destroyed drawings or sketches that showed just how hard he had to work, while carefully preserving for posterity his best drawings, the ones that testified to a natural, “divine” talent. This scenario seems credible, since, according to the chronicle of his last days (as I will discuss more in chapter nine), Michelangelo burned heaps of his drawings at the very end of his life.

THE “MICHELANGELO CODE”

The question of Michelangelo’s apprenticeship is not easily determined through traditional art historical study. The primary sources contradicted each other, and all the literature since then simply repeats the same information. The drawings themselves do provide insight through close art historical analysis and observation, but important clues are sometimes hidden in the most insignificant sketches and are missed completely. The true story of Michelangelo’s apprenticeship can be discovered with a less traditional method, an artistic/analytical approach that gathers information from reproducing every single line and hatch-mark on every drawing. It is by reliving and reproducing Michelangelo’s artistic efforts that we can decipher what could be called the “Michelangelo code”—the secrets to his mastery.
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* Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, ed. E. H. and E. W. Blashfield, and A. A. Hopkins, 4 vols. (London: G. Bell, 1897 [ca. 1896]), 40.
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Wanting to Become a Master
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A FAMILY OF ARTISTS

The questions surrounding Michelangelo’s apprenticeship and innate, God-given genius touched an artistic nerve deep inside of me. Although I dedicated myself to art history as a student and scholar, becoming a master—in the traditional Renaissance art sense of the word—had always been my goal. I grew up in a family of traditional artists. Wanting to paint and sculpt and achieve a true sense of mastery in art felt natural to me. My uncles were figurative sculptors who worked with Gutzon Borglum on Mount Rushmore in the 1930s. My mother was a painter in a classical, traditional style. All six of my brothers and sisters studied studio art and later pursued artistic, creative professions. As children, we were surrounded by paintings, sculptures, and art books. Art was in our blood.

When I was a small child, my mother would sit at her easel in our living room and paint as she watched over me. With seven children running around the house, she had to paint to keep her sanity as well as exercise her amazing creative spirit. While she was working at her easel, I would sometimes pull out her large art books on Rembrandt or Norman Rockwell and look at the pictures. The one I remember looking at the most was her huge Harry Abrams coffee-table book on Michelangelo. The powerful figures in his paintings and sculptures fascinated me, and I would just stare at them in silence. One day, while scrutinizing the figures of the fresco of The Last Judgment, I remember asking my mother as she painted at her easel why Michelangelo’s figures were so big and bulky. She simply replied, “That was his style.”

From junior high school through college, I studied art with no idea of how important Michelangelo and Renaissance style would become for me. I benefited from many good teachers, but as I studied art in school, I had the growing sensation that I was not learning what I should. The profession of art instruction was still recovering from the 1960s. Postmodernism emphasized still life and abstract projects and no classical art training. We never considered the old masters, and Michelangelo was just a long-dead Italian one. Art class was always a problem for me because I didn’t understand the value of knowing how to draw rusty teapots or fruit anatomy. Abstract art simply was not in my DNA. During my senior year of high school, one teacher looked in disgust at my pitiful attempt at an abstract assignment and said, “You think too straight.” Confused, I stared back and wondered if he was complimenting me or indirectly calling me a nerd. What I did understand was that my fellow art students were excelling in abstraction and I was being left behind. They had found their own artistic path, while I was still searching for mine. I wanted to learn something real but didn’t know where to go to find it. In my final senior art class, I pulled away from the abstraction gang and instead began drawing figures from photographs.

COLLEGE, SISTER MAGDALEN, AND THE CALL OF THE MASTERS

Despite being on the fringes of artistic fashion in my interests, I decided to study art at Nazareth College in Rochester, New York. I had no idea what future I had in art, but painting and drawing were all I wanted to do. Everything changed, however, when I met my adviser, Sister Magdalen LaRow. A nun from the order of Saint Joseph, she was a brilliant art history professor and artist in her own right who was trained in the “old school” mentality of art instruction. Sister Magdalen understood my problem—I was a natural-born classical artist with innate traditional tendencies in a field where traditional art was no longer taught. She knew who I was before I did. Perceiving my need for old art, she steered me to changing my major to art history, wisely advising me to discover the masters while continuing to take classes for a minor in studio art. Art history as a major sounded more academic and valid to me, and I followed her advice. Sitting in her art history lectures, I studied Greek sculptures and Roman frescoes on the large lecture-room screen while Sister Magdalen provided factual explanations woven with amusing anecdotes. With each lecture, I became more enthralled by and enamored of the world of classical art and the old masters. Greek technites, Roman fresco painters, medieval architects, and Renaissance artists—I was drawn to them all and began to feel the urge to do what they did. When Sister Magdalen began the section on Renaissance art with Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, and Michelangelo, I knew I had found my path. They inspired my artistic aspirations. I could almost hear them calling me to follow them, but it was as if they were behind a closed door. I became obsessed with emulating the masters and becoming one in my own right.

My obsession was further fueled when I read Irving Stone’s biographical novel about Michelangelo, The Agony and the Ecstasy. Stone masterfully wove historical research with narrative to create a complete story of the life and struggles of Michelangelo. Reading his book cemented my desire to not just study the Renaissance masters but learn to draw, paint, and sculpt like them. But I didn’t know yet how to begin. In the summers throughout college, I made an effort to explore the techniques of the old masters on my own. I tried painting with egg tempera, carving marble, and even painting frescos, but I didn’t yet understand how to do any of them correctly.

WHEN AND NOT IF: IN FLORENCE FOR THE FIRST TIME

The summer before my senior year, I was able to immerse myself in the old masters when I studied in Florence. Sister Magdalen had always said to me, “Someday you will go to Florence and see these masterpieces and truly be inspired—it is not a question of if, but when.” Sadly, she passed away in my junior year. After she died, I discovered she had left me a box of guidebooks that she had accumulated throughout her years of travel. I later understood that this bequest was her eternal gentle encouragement to go seek the masters. When I arrived in Florence in 1990, with Sister Magdalen’s precious guidebooks in my suitcase, everything that she said would happen did. I immersed myself in the city, its art, language, and history. I attended classes in the morning and went to the museums in the afternoons to draw. While drawing from the sculptures of Michelangelo, I felt I was getting closer to the artistic truth I longed for. In fact, when I copied from the David in the Accademia one day in July 1990, something strange happened: I had spent three hours drawing, when an Italian man with his young daughter came up and asked to see what I was doing. I was happy to show them. Considering my drawing, the daughter said to her father, “Look, he is the new Michelangelo.” Flattered and embarrassed, I tried to thank them in my halting Italian. It was only when I walked out of the Accademia that the little girl’s words began to sink in. I was particularly drawn to Michelangelo, and that little girl had seen it. Becoming a “new Michelangelo” was highly ambitious, to say the least, but I would remember her casual comment later on.

CENNINI AND THE KEY

After college, I received a Florentine Renaissance art history fellowship at Syracuse University, where I pursued a master’s degree. When I started the program, however, I found myself slipping into a kind of agony. I was buried in art historical research and ignoring my true desire for formal classical art training. I began to feel trapped in lonely libraries and weighed down by research and writing papers. It felt as if I was destined to become the typical frustrated artist as art historian. It was a cruel twist of fate.

Then, something happened. During my first hellish semester of grad school, I came across a footnote referencing an art treatise written in 1399 by Cennino Cennini called The Craftsman’s Handbook. I checked the handbook out from the library and read it in one night. For many art historians, Cennini’s book is simply an art manual for apprentices that contains instructions on how to fashion drawing instruments, prepare panels for painting, and make and use pigments. But the treatise also speaks directly to the artistic longings of those young boys who want to become artists. Cennini starts his narrative with the words, “[I]t is not without the impulse of a lofty spirit that some are moved to enter this profession.” Although Cennini wrote this in the late 1300s for boys of the same century, I understood it perfectly. The treatise contained what I had always been seeking: not just recipes and instructions but also, in clear terms, the steps one had to take in order to become a master artist. Finally, in Cennini, I had everything I needed to know, from what materials to use to what path to take to achieve my own artistic style and mastery. For the first time, I saw a small ray of hope. Mastery was a distant dream, but with Cennini, I had the key to unlock the door to get there.
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A Lofty Spirit:
 My Apprenticeship to Michelangelo
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CENNINI AND WANTING TO FIND A MASTER

In one of the first sections of his art treatise, Cennini uses an effective euphemism for those who were in artistic agony like me—the “impulse of a lofty spirit.”

It is not without the impulse of a lofty spirit that some are moved to enter this profession, attractive to them through natural enthusiasm. Their intellect will take delight in drawing, provided their nature attracts them to it of themselves, without any master’s guidance, out of loftiness of spirit. And then, through this delight, they come to want to find a master; and they bind themselves to him with respect for authority, undergoing an apprenticeship in order to achieve perfection in all this. There are those who pursue it, because of poverty and domestic need, for profit and enthusiasm for the profession too; but above all are to be extolled the ones who enter the profession through a sense of enthusiasm and exaltation.

Some might misunderstand what Cennini is referring to and question whether this “loftiness” means being on a “higher intellectual plane” or simply a way of avoiding reality or being a dreamer. I know, however, what he was getting at. I am not always sure if being an artist is a blessing or a curse. For the monetarily successful artist, it is a blessing; for others, it amounts to suffering. In any case, for artists, there is always that urge to make something, to leave a part of you on paper or in paint or in stone.

Even in 1399, Cennini refers to this “desire” and describes how those who want to become artists are drawn to creating. He asserts that the trueborn artist will “want to find a master” and “bind themselves to him.” Once he finds the master, the apprentice will “take great pains and pleasure in constantly copying” the best things from the master. Lastly, Cennini gives advice about what type of master to choose, “the one who has the greatest reputation,” and how if you copy from him every day, “it will be against nature if you do not get some grasp of his style and of his spirit.”

Cennini spelled it all out clearly. Artist, lofty spirit, drawing, copying from the best master. This was the game plan. But which master to choose? It was obvious. Cennini did not say the master had to be alive, only that he had to have the greatest reputation. I had been fascinated by Michelangelo’s style since I was a child, and I decided that it was his style and spirit I wanted to grasp. I wanted Michelangelo as my master.

[image: images]

FIGURE 3: Michelangelo, nude studies, pen and ink, 256 x 173 mm (10 x 6.8 inches).
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FIGURE 4: Alan Pascuzzi, copy after Michelangelo, pen and ink, 262 x 185 mm (10.3 x 7.2 inches).

Sitting at my desk in my one-room apartment at Syracuse University, I formally became an apprentice to Michelangelo. There was no contract or oath; all I knew
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