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    MICHELANGELO


    
      	Name: Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni, better known as Michelangelo.


      	Born: 6March 1475 in Caprese (near Florence).


      	Died: 18February 1564 in Rome.


      	Context: the Italian Renaissance.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Pietà in St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome (1498-1499), sculpture


          	David (1501-1504), sculpture


          	Doni Tondo (1506-1508), panel painting


          	The ceiling of the Sistine Chapel (1508-1512), fresco


          	The tomb of Pope JuliusII (1504-1545)


          	The Last Judgment (1536-1541), fresco

        

      

    


    With his mastery of a range of artistic disciplines and insatiable curiosity, the sculptor, architect, painter and poet Michelangelo embodied the ideals of the Renaissance. Unlike his great rival Raphael (Italian painter, 1483-1520), he was a tireless worker and led a solitary, reclusive life, guided by his all-consuming passion for art.


    He displayed exceptional artistic talent from a very young age and soon attracted the attention of influential patrons. Throughout his career, he took on a range of prestigious commissions, including the tomb of Pope JuliusII and the frescoes adorning the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. However, he was frequently dissatisfied with his own work and left a number of his projects unfinished. He produced works across a number of disciplines, gradually shifting his focus from painting and sculpture in the early years of his career to architecture in the later stages of his life.


    His monumental works blend traditional and innovative features: to begin with, his work was shaped by his Tuscan heritage, but as time went on he distanced himself from this style to base his architectural and sculptural work on Greco-Roman principles, although he added his own touches to these classical models. He was far ahead of his time and provided an inexhaustible source of inspiration for subsequent generations of artists.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE ART OF THE ITALIAN RENAISSANCE


    In art history, the Italian Renaissance is traditionally divided into two periods: the Quattrocento (15thcentury) and the Cinquecento (16thcentury). The three main artists of the Quattrocento were the architect Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446), the sculptor Donatello (c.1386-1466) and the painter Masaccio (1401-1428); other key figures of this period include Lorenzo Ghiberti (1381-1455), Paolo Uccello (1397-1475), Piero della Francesca (1416-1492) and Andrea Mantegna (1431-1506). The most important figures of the Cinquecento were four artists who each worked across a range of disciplines: Bramante (1444-1514), Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), Raphael and Michelangelo. The celebrated painter Sandro Botticelli (1445-1510) was also active during this period. The artistic capital of the Quattrocento was undoubtedly Florence, while Rome was the key hub of the Cinquecento.


    The defining characteristic of the Renaissance was the fact that its artists drew thematic and aesthetic inspiration from ancient Greece and Rome, as they read the works of authors from antiquity and took an interest in the archaeological discoveries that uncovered some of the masterpieces of Greek and Roman statuary, including Laocoön and His Sons (sculpture, excavated in Rome in 1506) and Apollo Belvedere (marble statue, rediscovered in central Italy in the late 15thcentury). Architects began to apply the theories of Pythagoras (Greek philosopher and mathematician, 6thcenturyBCE) and Vitruvius (Roman architect and engineer, 1stcenturyBCE) to their work, and artists increasingly distanced themselves from the Christian tradition by choosing to depict pagan and secular subjects in their work as well as religious themes, and by taking on commissions from wealthy aristocratic and bourgeois families in addition to those they received from the Church. Scientific and technical advances in fields as diverse as mathematics, astronomy, anatomy and medicine also had a direct impact on the art produced during the Renaissance. Furthermore, the development of mechanical movable type printing by Johannes Gutenberg (1397/1400-1468) in the 1450s facilitated the dissemination of new knowledge throughout Europe.


    Finally, doctrines such as humanism and Neoplatonism had a significant influence on architecture, painting and sculpture. According to these schools of thought, humans were created in God’s image and were at the centre of the universe, which noticeably affected the arts. For instance, portraits became very fashionable and painters sought to confer greater psychological and anatomical realism on their subjects. They achieved this through the skilful use of light, proportions and perspective, and male nudes were increasingly depicted as representations of divine beauty.


    
      PHILOSOPHY DURING THE RENAISSANCE


      Humanism emerged in Italy in the late 14thcentury, and in its strictest sense, the movement involved studying the original versions of ancient Greek and Roman texts. More broadly, humanism stressed the potential of humankind and its capacity for progress, and promoted education as a source of individual fulfilment.


      Neoplatonism was inspired by Plato’s (Greek philosopher, c.427-347BCE) philosophical doctrines, and emerged in Rome in the 3rdcenturyCE. Its most prominent adherent was Plotinus (c.205-270), and the movement emphasised the importance of ideas over a sense-based perception of reality. In the 15thcentury, translations of the writings of Plato and Plotinus reawakened widespread interest in this doctrine, and a Platonic Academy was founded in Florence by Cosimo de’ Medici (1389-1464) in 1459. This group was led by the Italian humanist Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) and counted some of the most illustrious humanist thinkers of the era, including Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494) and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), among its members.

    


    THE CHANGING STATUS OF THE ARTIST


    The concept of the artist as we understand it today emerged during the Renaissance. In the Middle Ages, sculpture and painting were classed among the mechanical arts, alongside manual activities such as goldsmithery, haberdashery, drapery and medicine. It was not until the 15thand 16thcenturies that artists began to step out of the shadows, but they needed to attain the title of “master” to have any hope of recognition. To do this, young apprentices joined the workshop of a master from the age of 12 or 13. There, they began by carrying out domestic work (cleaning the workshop, grinding pigments, etc.), before moving on to more technical tasks (preparing the material, painting motifs, etc.) and contributing to the master’s work (although they did not work on the more delicate parts, such as hands and faces). It was only after completing this lengthy apprenticeship that they could become masters in their own right.


    Art had already attracted the patronage of the upper classes in the Middle Ages, but during the Quattrocento a new generation of patrons emerged and played a major role in the development and spread of Italian culture. Artists in Florence enjoyed the patronage of the Medici family, those in Rome benefitted from the patronage of the popes, and the Montefeltro, Sforza, Este and Gonzaga families contributed to artistic development in Urbino, Milan, Ferrara and Mantua respectively. All these influential people supported the work of the most celebrated artists of the Renaissance.


    The Medicis were a wealthy Florentine banking family who played a crucial role in Michelangelo’s development and success as an artist. Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449-1492), also known as Lorenzo the Magnificent, followed in the footsteps of his grandfather Cosimo de’ Medici and his father Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici (c.1416-1469) by promoting the arts, which greatly contributed to the city’s prestige. Under his leadership, Florence enjoyed a golden age and became the cultural centre of the entire Italian peninsula. His palace was an essential meeting point for the city’s intelligentsia, as philosophers, poets and artists flocked there to discuss humanism.


    
      THE LIVES OF THE MOST EXCELLENT PAINTERS, SCULPTORS, AND ARCHITECTS


      Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) is widely recognised as the first art historian and theorist of art. In 1550, he published a collection of biographies of the leading artists of the Renaissance titled The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, which played a major role in the development of the genre. This book was the first to use the term “Renaissance” to refer to the artistic revolution that was taking place at this time. Vasari was particularly enthusiastic about Michelangelo’s work, describing him as the greatest artist, living or dead, and effusively praising his mastery of not one but three artistic disciplines.

    

  


  
    BIOGRAPHY


    MICHELANGELO AND THE SCARPELLINI


    Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni was born in Tuscany on 6March 1475 to a Florentine family. His father was an administrator of the towns of Chiusi and Caprese. After his mother died when he was six years old, Michelangelo was sent to live with a nurse and her husband, who was a stonemason. According to Vasari, Michelangelo’s early love of sculpture came from watching the scarpellini (a word derived from the Italian scalpello or scarpello, meaning chisel; at this time scarpellare referred to carving marble) at work.


    In 1488, Michelangelo joined the workshop of Domenico Ghirlandaio (1449-1494) for a three-year apprenticeship. During his time there, he studied painting and copied the frescoes of Giotto (c.1266-1337) and Masaccio, but he left the workshop before the end of his apprenticeship to study sculpture under Bertoldo di Giovanni (c.1440-1491), who was at the head of a school of young sculptors under the patronage of Lorenzo de’ Medici. Medici soon noticed Michelangelo’s exceptional talent and invited him to copy the ancient statues in his sculpture garden at San Marco. The young artist was received at the family’s palace, where he mingled with some of the most influential men of the time. He also learnt about the principles of Neoplatonism from the humanist philosophers Ficino, Poliziano and Pico della Mirandola.


    Between the ages of 15 and 17, Michelangelo sculpted his first reliefs, Madonna of the Steps and Battle of the Centaurs (1490-1492). In 1494, the death of Lorenzo de’ Medici and the arrival of the French army under CharlesVIII (1470-1498) forced him to leave the city. After a brief stop in Venice, he spent a year living in Bologna, where he produced statues for the tomb of Saint Dominic.


    
      THE ITALIAN WARS


      In the late 15th century, France embarked on a series of conflicts against several Italian city-states in an attempt to seize control of territories that the king considered the rightful property of France, including the Kingdom of Naples. When CharlesVIII and his troops marched into Florence in 1494, the city’s inhabitants revolted against the Medicis and accused Piero di Lorenzo de’ Medici (1472-1503) of yielding to the French king’s demands. The Medicis were driven out of the city and it was proclaimed a republic. This lasted until 1512, when the family returned to Florence. The Italian Wars ended in 1559 with the Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis, in which France renounced its claims to Italian territory.

    


    GREAT PROJECTS


    In spite of his youth, by the time he arrived in Rome in June 1496, Michelangelo was already considered to be one of the greatest sculptors of his time thanks to his technical skill and mastery of proportions and anatomy. It was at this time that he completed his famous Pietà at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome (1498-1499).


    In 1501, after spending five years in Rome, Michelangelo returned to Florence, where he had been commissioned for a number of sculptures, including two bas-reliefs for private clients: the Taddei Tondo (1504-1505) and the Pitti Tondo (1504-1508). He also produced the Doni Tondo (1506-1508), a painting depicting Mary and Jesus, for the Doni family, and was commissioned to paint a fresco of the Battle of Cascina for the Salone dei Cinquecento of the Palazzo Vecchio, although he soon abandoned the project. However, undoubtedly the best-known work from this period in Florence was David (1501-1504), which remains his most celebrated sculpture to this day.


    In 1505, Michelangelo returned to Rome and was commissioned by Pope JuliusII (1443-1513) to work on his tomb. This was a colossal project, as the Pope intended his tomb to be a majestic monument at the centre of St. Peter’s Basilica, on the scale of ancient mausoleums. Michelangelo spent eight months in the quarries of Carrara choosing the finest marble, but by the time he returned, the Pope had turned his attentions to another project, namely the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica, which had been entrusted to the architect Bramante. Michelangelo was frustrated by the Pope’s apparent loss of interest in the previous project and put it on hold while he returned to Florence. He worked on the tomb on and off throughout his career, but it was left unfinished at his death and was such a source of heartache for him that his biographer Ascanio Condivi referred to it as a “tragedy”.


    In 1508, JuliusII summoned Michelangelo back to Rome to paint the frescoes on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. This was a monumental project, and the artist spent four years working tirelessly on it, painting suspended from a scaffold several metres above the ground. This uncomfortable position and the speed at which he needed to work exhausted him. He even poked fun at himself in a drawing of himself craning his body upwards with paint dripping down onto him.


    In 1520, Pope JuliusII’s successor, Pope LeoX (1475-1521), who was also the son of Lorenzo de’ Medici, sent Michelangelo to Florence to carry out work on the Basilica de San Lorenzo. Specifically, he was to work on the façade (this was never carried out), the tombs in the new sacristy and the library adjoining the building (these two elements were both left unfinished). Michelangelo worked on the basilica on and off until 1534.


    When LeoX died in 1521, the new pope, ClementVII (1478-1534), commissioned Michelangelo to work on a library which would features books from Lorenzo de’ Medici’s collection. The artist quickly completed the vestibule and the imposing three-part staircase before abandoning the project. It was completed by Bartolomeo Ammannati (1511-1592) a few years later. Subsequently, Michelangelo split his time between Florence and Rome and continued working on projects that he had already started. During the 1530s, he became close friends with the artist Tommaso Cavalieri (1509-1587) and the writer Vittoria Colonna (1490-1547).


    FINAL YEARS


    Michelangelo worked on the last great projects of his life in Rome. In 1532, ClementVII commissioned him to replace the frescoes at the ends of the Sistine Chapel, which had been painted by Pietro Perugino (c.1448-1523), with two vast scenes: The Last
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