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  The Summons


  THE PIAZZA RUSTICUCCI was not one of Rome’s most prestigious addresses. Though only a short walk from the Vatican, the square was humble and nondescript, part of a maze of streets and densely packed shops and houses that ran west from where the Ponte Sant’Angelo crossed the River Tiber. A trough for livestock stood at its centre, next to a fountain, while on its east side was a modest church with a tiny belfry. Santa Caterina delle Cavallerotte was too new to be famous. It housed none of the sorts of relics  bones of saints, fragments from the True Cross  that each year brought thousands of pilgrims to Rome from all over Christendom. However, behind this church, in a narrow street overshadowed by the city wall, there could be found the workshop of one of the most sought-after artists in Italy: a squat, flat-nosed, shabbily dressed, ill-tempered sculptor from Florence.


  Michelangelo Buonarroti was summoned back to this workshop behind Santa Caterina in April 1508. He obeyed the call with great reluctance, having vowed he would never return to Rome. Fleeing the city two years earlier, he had ordered his assistants to clear the workshop and sell its contents, his tools included, to the Jews. He returned that spring to find the premises bare and, nearby in the Piazza San Pietro, exposed to the elements, a hundred tons of marble still piled where he had abandoned them. These lunar-white blocks had been quarried in preparation for what was intended to be one of the largest assemblages of sculpture the world had ever seen: the tomb of the reigning pope, Julius II. Yet Michelangelo had not been brought back to Rome to resume work on this colossus.


  Michelangelo was thirty-three years old. He had been born on 6 March 1475, at an hour, he informed one of his assistants, when Mercury and Venus were in the house of Jupiter. Such a fortunate arrangement of the planets had foretold ‘success in the arts which delight the senses, such as painting sculpture and architecture’.1 This success was not long in coming. By the age of fifteen, the precociously gifted Michelangelo was studying the art of sculpture in the Garden of San Marco, a school for artists fostered by Lorenzo de’ Medici, the ruler of Florence. At nineteen, he was carving statues in Bologna, and two years later, in 1496, he made his first trip to Rome, where he soon received a commission to sculpt the Pietà. His contract for this statue boldly claimed it would be ‘the most beautiful work in marble that Rome has ever seen’2  a condition he was said to have fulfilled when the work was unveiled to an astonished public a few years later. Carved to adorn the tomb of a French cardinal, the Pietà won praise for surpassing not only the sculptures of all of Michelangelo’s contemporaries but even those of the ancient Greeks and Romans themselves  the standards by which all art was judged.
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    1. The Piazza Rusticucci, with the Castel Sant’Angelo in the background.
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    2. Michelangelo.

  


  Michelangelo’s next triumph had been another marble statue, the David, which was installed in front of the Palazzo della Signoria in Florence in September 1504, following three years of work. If the Pietà showed delicate grace and feminine beauty, the David revealed Michelangelo’s talent for expressing monumental power through the male nude. Almost seventeen feet in height, the work came to be known by the awestruck citizens of Florence as Il Gigante, or ‘The Giant’. It took four days and considerable ingenuity on the part of Michelangelo’s friend, the architect Giuliano da Sangallo, to transport the mighty statue the quarter-mile from his workshop behind the cathedral to its pedestal in the Piazza della Signoria.


  A few months after the David was finished, early in 1505, Michelangelo had received from Pope Julius II an abrupt summons that interrupted his work in Florence. So impressed was the Pope with the Pietà, which he had seen in a chapel of St Peter’s, that he wanted the young sculptor to carve his tomb as well. At the end of February, the papal treasurer, Cardinal Francesco Alidosi, paid Michelangelo an advance of a hundred gold florins, the equivalent of a full year’s salary for a craftsman. The sculptor then returned to Rome and entered the service of the Pope.3 So began what he would later call ‘the tragedy of the tomb’.


  Papal tombs were usually grand affairs. That of Sixtus IV, who died in 1484, was a beautiful bronze sarcophagus that had been nine years in the making. But Julius, a stranger to all modesty, had envisioned for himself something on an entirely new scale. He had begun making plans for his sepulchre soon after his election to the papacy in 1503, ultimately conceiving of a memorial that was to be the largest since the mausoleums built for Roman emperors such as Hadrian and Augustus. Michelangelo’s design was in keeping with these tremendous ambitions, calling for a free-standing structure some thirty-four feet wide and fifty feet high. There were to be over forty life-sized marble statues, all set in a massive and highly detailed architectural setting of pillars, arches and niches. On the bottom tier a series of nude statues would represent the liberal arts, while the top would be crowned by a ten-foot-high statue of Julius wearing the papal tiara. Besides an annual salary of 1,200 ducats  roughly ten times what the average sculptor or goldsmith could expect to earn in a single year  Michelangelo was to receive a final payment of 10,000 more.fn1
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    3. A copy of one of Michelangelo’s designs for the tomb of Julius II.

  


  Michelangelo had begun this daunting project with energy and enthusiasm, spending eight months in Carrara, sixty-five miles north-west of Florence, supervising the quarrying and transport of the white marble for which the town was famous, not least because both the Pietà and the David had been carved from it. In spite of several mishaps in transit  one of his cargo boats ran aground in the Tiber and several others were swamped when the river flooded  by the start of 1506 he had transported more than ninety wagonloads of marble to the square before St Peter’s and moved into the workshop behind Santa Caterina. The people of Rome rejoiced at the sight of this mountain of white stone rising in front of the old basilica. No one was more excited than the Pope, who even had a special walkway built to connect Michelangelo’s workshop with the Vatican and thereby facilitate his visits to the Piazza Rusticucci, where he would discuss his magnificent project with the artist.


  Even before the marble had arrived in Rome, however, the Pope’s attentions were being distracted by an even larger enterprise. Originally, he had planned for his sepulchre to stand in a church near the Colosseum, San Pietro in Vincoli, only to change his mind and decide it should be installed instead in the grander setting of St Peter’s. But soon he realised that the old basilica was in no fit state to accommodate such an impressive monument. Two and a half centuries after his death in AD 67, the bones of St Peter had been brought from the catacombs to this location beside the Tiber  the spot where he was believed to have been crucified  and the basilica that bears his name constructed over them. By a sad irony, this great edifice housing the tomb of St Peter, the rock on which the Christian Church was founded, therefore came to occupy a low-lying patch of marshy ground in which, it was said, there lived snakes large enough to eat babies whole.


  These undesirable foundations meant that, by 1505, the walls of the basilica were leaning six feet out of true. While various piecemeal efforts had been made to rectify the perilous situation, Julius, typically, decided to take the most drastic measures: he planned to have St Peter’s demolished and a new basilica built in its place. The destruction of the oldest and holiest church in Christendom had therefore started by the time Michelangelo returned from Carrara. Dozens of ancient tombs of saints and previous popes  the inspiration for visions, healings and other miracles  were smashed to rubble and enormous pits twenty-five feet deep excavated for the foundations. Tons of building materials cluttered the surrounding streets and piazzas as an army of two thousand carpenters and stonemasons prepared themselves for the largest construction project seen anywhere in Italy since the days of ancient Rome.


  A design for this grand new basilica had been put forward by the Pope’s official architect, Giuliano da Sangallo, Michelangelo’s friend and mentor. The 63-year-old Sangallo boasted an impressive list of commissions, having designed churches and palaces across much of Italy, among them the Palazzo Rovere, a splendid residence that he built in Savona, near Genoa, for Julius II. Sangallo had also been the favourite architect of Lorenzo de’ Medici, for whom he designed a villa near Florence at Poggio a Caiano. In Rome, he was responsible for making repairs to the Castel Sant’Angelo, the city’s fortress. He had also repaired Santa Maria Maggiore, one of Rome’s most ancient churches, and gilded its ceiling with what was said to be the first gold ever brought back from the New World.


  So confident was Sangallo of gaining the commission to rebuild St Peter’s that he uprooted his family from Florence and moved it to Rome. However, he faced competition for the design. Donato d’Angelo Lazzari, better known as Bramante, had a collection of equally prestigious works to his credit. Hailed by his admirers as the greatest architect since Filippo Brunelleschi, he had built churches and domes in Milan and, after moving to Rome in 1500, various convents, cloisters and palaces. To date, his most celebrated building was the Tempietto of San Pietro in Montorio, a small classical-style temple on the Janiculum, a hill south of the Vatican. The word bramante means ‘ravenous’, making it an apt nickname for someone with the 62-year-old architect’s overweening aspirations and vast sensual appetites. And the voracious Bramante saw, in St Peter’s, the chance to exercise his considerable abilities on a larger scale than ever before.
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    4. Giuliano da Sangallo.
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    5. Donato Bramante.

  


  The competition between Sangallo and Bramante had repercussions for virtually every painter and sculptor in Rome. A Florentine who had lived and worked for many years in Rome, Sangallo was the leader of a group of artists  among them his brother and nephews  who had migrated south from Florence to vie for commissions from the Pope and his wealthy cardinals. Bramante, a native of Urbino, had come to Rome more recently, though since his arrival he had been cultivating friendships with artists who hailed from various other Italian towns and cities, promoting them as a counterpoise to the Florentines whose careers Sangallo was attempting to advance.4 Much was at stake in the competition to design St Peter’s, since to the victor would accrue wide-ranging powers of patronage as well as an enviable influence at the papal court. And, late in 1505, Bramante’s faction dramatically seized the upper hand when his design  that for a huge, domed structure in the shape of a Greek cross  was accepted by the Pope in favour of the one submitted by Sangallo.


  If Michelangelo was disappointed by his friend’s failure to secure the commission, the rebuilding of St Peter’s had an almost immediate effect on his own work. The tremendous expense involved meant that the Pope abruptly put the tomb project on hold  a change of heart that Michelangelo learned about the hard way. After shipping his hundred tons of marble to Rome, he was left with freight charges of 140 ducats, a substantial sum which he needed a bank loan to pay. Having received no money since the hundred florins more than a year earlier, he decided to seek reimbursement from the Pope, with whom he happened to dine in the Vatican one week before Easter. To his alarm, during this meal he overheard the Pope informing two of his other guests that he had no intention of spending another ducat on marble for the tomb  a shocking turnabout given his earlier zeal for the project. Still, before taking his leave of the table the sculptor was bold enough to broach the subject of the 140 ducats, only to be fobbed off by Julius, who instructed him to return to the Vatican on Monday. On Monday, however, he was spurned a second time when the Pope declined to grant him an audience.


  ‘I returned on Monday,’ Michelangelo later recalled in a letter to a friend, ‘and on Tuesday and on Wednesday and on Thursday … Finally, on Friday morning I was turned out, in other words, I was sent packing.’5 A bishop, witnessing these proceedings with some surprise, asked the groom who repulsed Michelangelo if he realised to whom he was speaking. ‘I do know him,’ answered the groom, ‘but I am obliged to follow the orders of my superiors, without inquiring further.’6


  Such treatment was too much for a man unaccustomed to the sight of doors closing in his face. Almost as renowned for his moody temper and aloof, suspicious nature as he was for his amazing skill with the hammer and chisel, Michelangelo could be arrogant, insolent and impulsive. ‘You may tell the Pope,’ he haughtily informed the groom, ‘that from now on, if he wants me, he can look for me elsewhere.’7 He then returned to his workshop  ‘overwhelmed with despair’, he later claimed8  and instructed his servants to sell all of its contents to the Jews. Later that day, 17 April 1506  the eve of the laying of the foundation stone of the new basilica  he fled from Rome, vowing never to return.


  Pope Julius II was not a man one wished to offend. No pope before or since has enjoyed such a fearsome reputation. A sturdily built 63-year-old with snow-white hair and a ruddy face, he was known as il papa terribile, the ‘dreadful’ or ‘terrifying’ pope. People had good reason to dread Julius. His violent rages, in which he punched underlings or thrashed them with his stick, were legendary. To stunned onlookers he possessed an almost superhuman power to bend the world to his purpose. ‘It is virtually impossible,’ wrote a dumbfounded Venetian ambassador, ‘to describe how strong and violent and difficult to manage he is. In body and soul he has the nature of a giant. Everything about him is on a magnified scale, both his undertakings and passions.’9 On his deathbed, the beleaguered ambassador claimed the prospect of extinction was sweet because it meant he would no longer have to cope with Julius. A Spanish ambassador was even less charitable. ‘In the hospital in Valencia,’ he claimed, ‘there are a hundred people chained up who are less mad than His Holiness.’10
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    6. Pope Julius II.

  


  The Pope would have learned of Michelangelo’s flight almost immediately, since he had spies not only at the city’s gates but in the countryside as well. And so barely had Michelangelo bolted from his workshop on a hired horse than five horsemen set off in pursuit of him. They tracked the runaway sculptor as his horse took him north along the via Cassia, past tiny villages with posting inns where, every few hours, he changed his mount. After a long ride through the darkness, he finally crossed into Florentine territory, where the Pope had no jurisdiction, at two o’clock in the morning. Tired, but believing himself beyond the Pope’s reach, he alighted at a hostel in Poggibonsi, a fortified town still twenty miles from the gates of Florence. No sooner had he arrived at the hostel, however, than the horsemen appeared. Michelangelo stoutly refused to return with them, pointing out that he was now in Florentine territory and threatening to have the five of them murdered  a daring bit of bluff  should they attempt to seize him by force.


  But the couriers were insistent, showing him a letter, bearing the papal seal, that ordered him to return immediately to Rome ‘under pain of disfavour’. Michelangelo still refused to obey, but at their request he wrote a response to the Pope, a defiant letter informing Julius that he did not intend ever to return to Rome; that in exchange for his faithful service he had not deserved such maltreatment; and that since the Pope did not wish to proceed with the tomb, he considered his obligations to His Holiness at an end. The letter was signed, dated and passed to the couriers, who found themselves with little choice but to turn their horses round and ride back to face the wrath of their master.


  The Pope would have received this letter as he prepared to lay the basilica’s foundation stone, which was made, ironically, from Carrara marble. Among those assembled for the ceremony on the edge of the vast crater was the man whom Michelangelo believed had been responsible for bringing about his sudden fall from grace: Donato Bramante. Michelangelo did not think that financial considerations alone explained why the Pope had lost interest in having his tomb carved; he was convinced that a dark plot was afoot, a conspiracy in which Bramante was seeking to thwart his ambitions and destroy his reputation. The architect’s plot consisted of persuading the Pope to abandon the project by warning him how it was bad luck to have one’s tomb carved during one’s lifetime, then proposing an altogether different commission for the sculptor, a task at which he knew Michelangelo could not possibly succeed: frescoing the vault of the Sistine Chapel.


  fn1 The ducat, a 24-carat gold coin, was the standard currency throughout most of Italy. To give a sense of its value, the average annual salary of a craftsman or a tradesman amounted to roughly 100 to 120 ducats per year, while a year’s rent on a good-sized painter’s workshop in Rome or Florence would have cost ten to twelve ducats. The ducat was of the same value as the florin, the standard currency in Florence, which it replaced later in the sixteenth century.


  2


  The Conspiracy


  EXCEPT FOR THE fact that the two men were both brilliant, accomplished and enormously ambitious, a more striking contrast would have been difficult to find than that between Michelangelo and Bramante. The extrovert Bramante was muscular and handsome, with a prominent nose and a wild shock of white hair. Though sometimes arrogant and sarcastic, he was an unfailingly merry and generous companion, cultivated and quick-witted. Born the son of a farmer, he had become extravagantly rich over the years, developing along the way a love of luxury that his detractors complained was unimpeded by any moral sense.1 While Michelangelo lived modestly in his small workshop behind the Piazza Rusticucci, Bramante entertained his friends in more sumptuous lodgings at the Palazzo del Belvedere, the papal villa on the north side of the Vatican, from whose windows he could inspect the growth of the new basilica of St Peter’s. One of his best friends was Leonardo da Vinci, to whom he was affectionately known as ‘Donnino’.


  The story of Bramante’s plot to force on Michelangelo the hopeless task of frescoing the vault of the Sistine Chapel comes from the pen of Michelangelo’s devoted pupil, Ascanio Condivi, a painter from Ripatransone, near Pescara on the Adriatic coast. Though undistinguished as an artist, Condivi became part of Michelangelo’s circle soon after arriving in Rome around 1550, sharing the great man’s house and, more important, his trust. In 1553, when his master was seventy-eight, Condivi published his Life of Michelangelo. Since this biography was written, according to its author, from the ‘living oracle’ of Michelangelo’s speech,2 art historians have suspected that it was composed with the authorisation  and probably even the active participation  of Michelangelo himself, making it in effect his autobiography. Fifteen years after its publication, another of Michelangelo’s friends and admirers, Giorgio Vasari, a painter and architect from Arezzo, revised the 50,000-word biography of Michelangelo in his Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, originally printed in 1550, taking on board many of Condivi’s accusations about Bramante and thereby confirming the architect’s role as villain.


  Michelangelo was never averse to pointing fingers or casting aspersions. Distrustful and intolerant of others, especially other talented artists, he could take offence or make enemies, it seemed, at the drop of a hat. Influenced by Michelangelo’s version of events, Condivi and Vasari therefore sought to explain the origins of the Sistine Chapel commission by spinning tales of dark intrigue. Bramante pressed the fresco project on Julius ‘with malice’, Condivi insisted, ‘in order to distract the Pope from projects of sculpture’.3 According to this account, the architect resented Michelangelo’s unsurpassed skill as a sculptor and feared that, if completed, the Pope’s giant sepulchre would make absolute and unassailable his reputation as the world’s greatest artist. Bramante anticipated that Michelangelo would either refuse the Sistine commission, and in so doing incur the ire of the Pope, or else fail miserably in his attempt through lack of experience. In either case, he would drastically undermine both his reputation and his position at the papal court in Rome.


  As work started on St Peter’s, Michelangelo had therefore come to believe that its architect-in-chief was determined to undermine his artistic career  and even, perhaps, to have him murdered. Shortly after his midnight flight to Florence, he wrote to Giuliano da Sangallo with dark hints about a murder plot against him. His treatment by the Pope was not, he informed Sangallo, the only reason for his unceremonious departure. ‘There was something else besides,’ he told his friend, ‘which I do not want to write about. It is enough that I had cause to think that if I remained in Rome, my own tomb would be sooner made than the Pope’s. This, then, was the reason for my sudden departure.’4


  One of the supposed reasons for Bramante’s conspiracy to sabotage the tomb project  as well as, perhaps, to have Michelangelo murdered  was that he feared the sculptor would expose his shoddy workmanship at St Peter’s. According to Condivi, Michelangelo believed he could prove that Bramante, a notorious spendthrift, had squandered the funds allotted to him for the project, forcing him to use cheaper materials and construct inadequate walls and foundations  cutting corners, in other words, in such a way that the building would be structurally unsound.5


  It was not unknown for artists to get embroiled in fights or even murders. According to a legend in Florence, Domenico Veneziano was beaten to death in a jealous rage by another painter, Andrea del Castagno.fn1 Michelangelo himself had been on the receiving end of a blow from Pietro Torrigiano, another sculptor who punched him so hard on the nose, following a dispute, that (as Torrigiano fondly recalled) ‘I felt the bone and cartilage crush like a biscuit’.6 Even so, it is difficult to accept Michelangelo’s fears about Bramante  an ambitious but, by all reports, peaceable man  as anything other than either an outlandish fantasy or a fabricated excuse for his hasty departure from Rome.


  If the books by Condivi and Vasari constitute self-serving autobiographies of Michelangelo, embroidering certain facts to show how the sculptor managed to reign supreme in the arts despite the machinations of envious rivals such as Bramante, other evidence offers a slightly different version of events. In the spring of 1506, the Pope was indeed considering Michelangelo for work in the Sistine Chapel. But Bramante’s part in the affair was quite unlike the one suggested by Michelangelo or his faithful biographers.


  *


  One Saturday evening a week or two after Michelangelo’s flight from Rome, Bramante joined the Pope for a dinner at the Vatican. The meal was no doubt a merry one, for both men were notable bon viveurs. Julius liked to gorge himself on eels, caviar and suckling pig, which he would wash down with wines from Greece and Corsica. Bramante was equally fond of supper parties, at which he often entertained guests by reciting poetry or improvising on the lyre.


  When the meal was finished, the two men got down to the business of examining drawings and plans for new buildings. One of Julius’s main ambitions as Pope was to recapture the grandeur that was Rome. Rome was known as caput mundi, the ‘capital of the world’, but when Julius was elected in 1503 this title was wishful thinking. The city was a vast ruin. The Palatine Hill, where the palaces of the Roman emperors had once stood, was a mass of shattered rubble among which peasants tended their vineyards. The Capitoline Hill was known as the Monte Caprino because of the goats grazing on its slopes, and the Forum as the Campo Vaccino, or ‘Cow Pasture’, after its own herds of livestock. Vegetables grew in the Circus Maximus, where 300,000 ancient Romans had once watched chariot races. Fishmongers sold their wares from inside the Portico of Octavia and the tanners had established themselves in the underground vaults of Domitian’s Stadium.


  Everywhere broken columns and collapsed arches could be seen, the toppled remnants of a mighty  but vanished  civilisation. The ancient Romans had raised more than thirty triumphal arches, of which only three remained. Their fresh water had been supplied by eleven aqueducts, of which only one, the Acqua Vergine, still worked. Forced to take their own water from the Tiber, modern Romans had built their houses beside the river, into which they piled their rubbish and drained their sewage. Every so often the river would flood, swamping their homes. Disease was rife. Malaria came from the mosquitoes, plague from the rats. The area around the Vatican was especially unhealthy since it was close not only to the Tiber but also to the even more noxious waters in the moat encircling the Castel Sant’Angelo.


  With Bramante’s help, Julius proposed to rectify this dire situation by constructing a series of impressive buildings and monuments that would make Rome both a worthy seat for the Church and a more hospitable place for residents and pilgrims alike. Julius had already commissioned Bramante to widen, straighten and pave the streets on either side of the Tiber  a necessary improvement since in wet weather Rome’s roads turned into muddy quagmires in which mules sank up to their tails. The ancient sewers, meanwhile, were either repaired or replaced, and the Tiber dredged to improve both navigation and sanitation. A new aqueduct was built to carry fresh water from the countryside to a fountain constructed by Bramante in the middle of the Piazza San Pietro.


  Bramante also began beautifying the Vatican itself. In 1505, he had begun designing and supervising the construction of the Cortile del Belvedere, the ‘Belvedere Courtyard’, a 350-yard-long annexe to the Vatican that would connect the palace with the Palazzo del Belvedere. Included among its features would be arcades, courtyards, a theatre, a fountain, space for bullfights, a sculpture garden and a nymphaeum. Bramante also began making plans for various other additions and improvements to the palace, among them a wooden dome for one of its towers.
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    7. A view of the Vatican at the end of the fifteenth century.
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    8. A plan of the Vatican showing Bramante’s improvements.

  


  Another project in the Vatican was especially dear to the Pope’s heart because it involved alterations to a small chapel built by his uncle, Pope Sixtus IV, from whom it took its name. In his desire to rebuild and restore Rome, Julius was following in the footsteps of Sixtus, whose reign (147184) had witnessed certain improvements to the streets of Rome, the restoration of a number of its churches and the construction of a new bridge across the Tiber. But the most important of Sixtus’s projects had been a new church in the Vatican Palace. The Sistine Chapel served as a place of worship for a body known as the capella papalis, or Papal Chapel, which convened to celebrate Mass every two or three weeks. The Papal Chapel consisted of the Pope and about two hundred senior ecclesiastical and secular officials, including cardinals, bishops and visiting princes or heads of state, as well as various members of the Vatican bureaucracy, such as chamberlains and secretaries. Besides serving as a place of worship for this corporate body, the Sistine Chapel had another vital function, since it was used by the cardinals for their conclaves to elect a new pope.


  Work had begun on the Sistine Chapel in 1477. The architect was a young Florentine named Baccio Pontelli, who designed the building’s proportions to match exactly those given in the Bible for the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, since the chapel is twice as long as it is high, and three times as long as it is wide (130 feet long X 43 feet wide X 65 feet high).7 But besides being a new Temple of Solomon, the chapel was also a formidable fortress. The walls at the base were ten feet thick, and all the way round the top ran a walkway from which sentinels could keep watch over the city. There were arrow-slits for archers and special holes through which, if the need arose, boiling oil could be poured on attackers below. A series of rooms above the vault served as living quarters for soldiers and, later, as a prison.
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    9. A reconstruction of what the exterior of the Sistine Chapel would have looked like.

  


  It comes as no surprise, given this robust design, that Pontelli worked mainly as a military architect, having apprenticed under Francesco di Giovanni, known as Francione (‘Big Frank’), an architect who invented a type of bastion to protect castles against the new threat of cannonballs. And as soon as he finished the Sistine Chapel, Pontelli was commissioned to design what became the most advanced fortress of its day, outside Rome at Ostia Antica, on the Tiber near the coast.8 That particular fortress  whose sturdy battlements bear more than a passing resemblance to those of the Sistine Chapel  was meant to repel invasions from the Turks. The new chapel was intended to repel, among others, the unruly Roman mob. Sixtus knew their violence first-hand, having been stoned after his election in 1471.


  Sixtus started a war with the republic of Florence, a rival city state, at almost the same time that work began on the new chapel. By the time the war was finished, in 1480, so too was the chapel, and as a gesture of good will Lorenzo de’ Medici sent a number of painters to Rome to fresco its walls. The leader of the group was the 31-year-old Pietro Perugino, while the rest of the team consisted of Sandro Botticelli, Cosimo Rosselli, his pupil Piero di Cosimo, and Michelangelo’s future master, Domenico Ghirlandaio, then aged about thirty-three. Later they were joined by Luca Signorelli, also a talented and experienced frescoist.


  The walls of the chapel were divided by the artists into six panels, which corresponded to the bays beneath the windows. In each of these panels one of the painters and his workshop painted a fresco some twenty feet long by a dozen feet high. Scenes from the life of Moses were portrayed on one wall of the nave, ones from the life of Christ on the other. Higher up, a frieze of thirty-two brightly garbed popes ran round at the level of the windows, while the vault was decorated with a motif of gold stars on a bright blue field. This kind of starry heaven was common on cupolas and vaults, especially in churches. Indeed, for the previous millennium it had been one of the most ubiquitous decorations in Christian art.9 The vision of heaven in the Sistine Chapel was painted, not by one of Perugino’s team, but by a less well-known artist named Piermatteo d’Amelia, a former apprentice to Fra Filippo Lippi. What Piermatteo’s starry sky lacked in originality it made up for in colour, since he used in abundance the two brightest and most costly pigments in the fresco painter’s palette, gold and ultramarine.
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    10. A reconstruction of the interior of the Sistine Chapel as it looked in the 1480s.

  


  The new chapel officially opened in the summer of 1483, several months after the frescoes were completed. Twenty-one years later, in the spring of 1504, a few months after Julius was elected Pope, a series of ominous cracks appeared in the vault. This structural failure was not the fault of Baccio Pontelli, whose tremendously thick walls and rigid vault ensured a sturdy building. However, the chapel was plagued by the same problem as St Peter’s: the subsidence of the underlying soil. The south wall had begun to bow outwards and, in so doing, threatened to pull the ceiling apart.


  The Sistine Chapel was immediately closed while Giuliano da Sangallo inserted a dozen iron bars into the masonry of the vault in the hope of holding the walls together. More iron rods were placed under the floor to arrest the shifting foundations, after which, in the autumn of 1504, the chapel reopened. In the course of the restoration, however, the rooms that once served as quarters for soldiers had to be destroyed. These rooms were not the only part of the chapel to suffer. The cracks in the vault were blocked up with bricks and then plastered over, leaving a jagged white scar that traced its way across the north-west corner of the ceiling fresco, interrupting the expanse of blue sky painted by Piermatteo d’Amelia.


  The damaged vault of the Sistine Chapel was a prominent topic of conversation between the Pope and Bramante during their dinner in the Vatican. A third party present on that occasion, a Florentine master mason named Piero Rosselli  a kinsman of the painter Cosimo Rosselli  reported their exchange in a letter to Michelangelo.10 Rosselli informed Michelangelo that the Pope had told Bramante that he planned to send Giuliano da Sangallo to Florence to fetch him, at which point he would commission Michelangelo to fresco the chapel’s vault.11 Bramante responded that Michelangelo would refuse this commission. ‘Holy Father, nothing will come of it,’ the architect explained, ‘because I have talked of it much to Michelangelo, and he has said to me many times that he does not wish to attend to the chapel.’ According to Bramante, Michelangelo had insisted that ‘he did not wish to attend to anything but the tomb and not to painting’.12 Rosselli then reported how Bramante went on carefully to outline how the sculptor was simply not the man for the job. ‘Holy Father,’ he told the Pope, ‘I believe he does not have enough courage and spirit for it, because he has not done too many figures and, above all, the figures are high and in foreshortening, and this is another thing from painting at ground level.’13


  Bramante knew what he was talking about since, unlike Michelangelo, he had executed numerous murals in his long career. After training as a painter in Urbino under Piero della Francesca, one of the greatest masters during the middle decades of the fifteenth century, he had painted frescoes in both Bergamo and Milan, including one in the Sforza Castle. He had also frescoed the Porta Santa, a gate on the east side of Rome near the Lateran Palace.


  Michelangelo, on the other hand, had little experience with a paintbrush despite the fact that he, like Bramante, had originally trained as a painter. At the age of thirteen, he had been apprenticed to the Florentine painter Domenico Ghirlandaio, whose surname ‘garland-seller’ refers to his father, a goldsmith who specialised in making fashionable garlands for ladies’ hair. Young Michelangelo could not have hoped for a better master. Not only was Ghirlandaio enterprising and well connected, he was also a brilliant draughtsman and a skilful and prolific painter. So great was his love of painting that he dreamed of frescoing every inch of the walls encircling Florence  fortifications that were over five miles in circumference and, in places, forty-seven feet high.


  A member of the Sistine Chapel team of artists, Ghirlandaio painted numerous frescoes during his twenty-year career. However, his magnum opus was the Lives of the Virgin and of St John the Baptist, executed in the Tornabuoni Chapel in Santa Maria Novella, Florence, between 1486 and 1490. This commission was almost unprecedented in size, encompassing a total painted surface of 5,900 square feet. Its execution required a small army of assistants and apprentices. Luckily, Ghirlandaio ran a large workshop that included his brothers Davide and Benedetto as well as his son Ridolfo. It is known that Michelangelo was among his apprentices as he painted the Tornabuoni Chapel because in April 1488, two years into the project, Michelangelo’s father Lodovico Buonarroti signed a contract with him.14 This apprenticeship was supposed to last for three years; in the end, it probably lasted no more than one, for soon afterwards Lorenzo de’ Medici asked Ghirlandaio to recommend pupils for the Garden of San Marco, the school in which he planned to train students in both sculpture and the liberal arts. Ghirlandaio promptly offered his new apprentice.


  Relations between Ghirlandaio and Michelangelo were, it seems, far from amicable. An envious man, Ghirlandaio once shipped his talented younger brother Benedetto to France on the pretext of developing his skills, when in fact  so the story goes  he simply wished to banish him from Florence so that he, Domenico, could reign supreme. Similar motives might have persuaded him to send young Michelangelo to the Garden of San Marco, where pupils studied sculpture instead of painting. According to Condivi, the pair fell out when Ghirlandaio, jealous of Michelangelo’s brilliance, refused to lend him one of the model books from which the apprentices made copies in charcoal and silverpoint as part of their training.15 Late in life, Michelangelo took revenge on his former master by disingenuously claiming that he learned nothing at all from Ghirlandaio.


  Between the end of Ghirlandaio’s tutelage and the Sistine Chapel commission, Michelangelo hardly touched a paintbrush. The only work he is known for certain to have painted before 1506 is the Holy Family done for his friend Agnolo Doni, a circular painting that measured less than four feet in diameter.16 However, he had taken one significant  but aborted  stab at fresco painting. In 1504, soon after the marble David was completed, he had been hired by the government of Florence to fresco one wall of a council room inside the Palazzo della Signoria. The opposite wall was to be decorated by another Florentine artist with an equally illustrious reputation, Leonardo da Vinci. Then aged fifty-two, Leonardo held the field in painting, having recently returned to Florence after almost two decades in Milan, where he had painted his celebrated Last Supper on the wall of the refectory in Santa Maria delle Grazie. These two men  by far the most renowned artists of the age  were thereby thrown into direct competition.


  This artistic duel was made even more compelling by the two artists’ well-known dislike of each other. The surly Michelangelo had once taunted Leonardo in public for having failed in his attempt to cast a giant bronze equestrian statue in Milan. Leonardo, meanwhile, had made it clear that he had little regard for sculptors. ‘This is a most mechanical exercise,’ he once wrote, ‘accompanied many times with a great deal of sweat.’17 He further claimed that sculptors, covered in marble dust, looked like bakers, and that their homes were both noisy and filthy, in contrast to the more elegant abodes of painters. All of Florence awaited the outcome.


  The frescoes, at twenty-two feet high and fifty-four feet long, were to be almost double the size of Leonardo’s Last Supper. Michelangelo was commissioned to paint The Battle of Cascina, depicting a skirmish fought against the Pisans in 1364, while Leonardo would illustrate a Florentine victory over Milan in 1440, The Battle of Anghiari. Michelangelo set to work making sketches in a room given to him in the Dyers’ Hospital in Sant’Onofrio, while his distinguished competitor worked a safe distance away in Santa Maria Novella. After toiling in great secrecy for several months, both emerged in early 1505 with the fruits of their labours, full-size chalk drawings that revealed, in bold strokes, the overall design of their compositions. Such large-scale drawings, which were to serve as templates for the two frescoes, were known as ‘cartoons’ after the large sheets of paper, called cartone, on which they were sketched. Exhibited to the public, these two 1,100-square-foot drawings caused an outbreak of almost religious fervour in Florence. Artists, bankers, merchants, weavers and, of course, painters  all flocked to Santa Maria Novella, where the two cartoons were displayed together like holy relics.


  Michelangelo’s cartoon featured what would become his trademark: muscular nudes in frantic but graceful gyrations. He had chosen to illustrate a scene leading up to the battle, when a false alarm was sounded to test the readiness of Florentine soldiers as they bathed in the Arno, resulting in a mad scramble of naked men on to the river bank and into their armour. Leonardo, on the other hand, concentrated on equestrian rather than human anatomy, showing mounted soldiers battling for a fluttering standard.


  Transferred in colour to the walls of the Hall of the Great Council  a vast chamber supposedly constructed with the help of angels  these two scenes would have created, without doubt, one of the greatest artistic wonders of the world. Alas, after such a promising beginning, neither fresco was ever completed, and the duel between these two famous sons of Florence, each at the summit of his powers, failed to come off. Michelangelo’s fresco, in fact, was never even started. No sooner had he finished his magnificent cartoon than, in February 1505, he was ordered to Rome by the Pope to sculpt the tomb. As a result, not one lick of paint was ever applied to his wall. Leonardo made a tentative start on The Battle of Anghiari, but his experimental method of painting failed drastically when the colours began dripping from the wall. Chastened by this humiliating failure, he lost his appetite for the work and soon afterwards returned to Milan.
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    11. A copy of the central section of Michelangelo’s cartoon for The Battle of Cascina.
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    12. A sketch for Leonardo da Vinci’s The Battle of Anghiari.

  


  The enthusiastic reception given to the cartoon for The Battle of Cascina may have been one reason why Julius, who, a year later, was looking for someone to fresco the vault of the Sistine Chapel, decided to give the job to Michelangelo. But since the fresco for the Palazzo della Signoria was never actually started, let alone finished, Michelangelo had no meaningful recent experience in a medium so difficult that it could tax even the ingenuity of Leonardo da Vinci. Bramante knew that Michelangelo not only lacked valuable experience in the tricky art of fresco but also understood little of the technique by which frescoists created illusionistic effects on high, curved surfaces. Painters of vaults, such as Andrea Mantegna, would portray bodies in a receding perspective  lower limbs in the foreground, heads in the background  so that they appeared to be suspended in the air above the spectator. Mastery of this virtuoso method of foreshortening, often known as di sotto in sù (‘from below upwards’), was notoriously difficult. According to one of Michelangelo’s contemporaries, di sotto in sù was ‘a more formidable task than any other in painting’.18
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    13. The ceiling of Mantegna’s Camera degli Sposi in the ducal palace at Mantua, completed in 1474.

  


  It is hardly surprising, then, that Bramante should have protested at the granting of the Sistine commission to a relative novice. Contrary to Michelangelo’s alleged suspicions, he seems to have been determined to avert a disaster from unfolding on the vault of one of the most important chapels in Christendom.


  Piero Rosselli did not agree with Bramante’s assessment of Michelangelo’s talents and intentions. He claimed in his letter that at this point he could listen to Bramante’s aspersions no longer. ‘I broke in and said something very rude to him,’ he boasted to Michelangelo. He then rose, he said, to a loyal and spirited defence of his absent friend. ‘Holy Father, he has never spoken to Michelangelo,’ he insisted, referring to Bramante, ‘and if anything he has just told you is true, I would like you to cut off my head.’


  Reading the letter at home in Florence, Michelangelo may have felt Bramante had slurred him, especially in light of the comment that he lacked the ‘courage and spirit’ to attack the job. But he could hardly have disputed the architect’s other points. It was for these very reasons, in fact, and because he desperately wished to work on the tomb, that painting the chapel’s vault presented such an undesirable prospect. Added to that, the fresco seemed a much less important commission than the papal tomb, since ceilings of chapels were usually allotted to assistants or lesser-known artists. Wall paintings attracted all of the prestige and attention, not those on vaults.


  No firm decision regarding the commission seems to have been made during the Pope’s dinner with Bramante. Still, Julius was anxious for Michelangelo to return to Rome. ‘If he does not come,’ he mused to his architect, ‘he does one wrong, therefore I think he will come back in any case.’


  Rosselli agreed. ‘I believe he will return when Your Holiness wishes,’ he assured the Pope as the conversation concluded. He could not have been more wrong.


  fn1 Art historians have cast serious doubts on this legend, for Castagno appears to have died (of the plague) several years before his supposed victim. But the tale of the murder  which was said to have taken place in the 1450s  was reproduced in a number of treatises published both before and during Michelangelo’s lifetime.
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  The Warrior Pope


  POPE JULIUS 11 had been born Giuliano della Rovere in Albissola, near Genoa, in 1443. The son of a fisherman, he studied Roman law in Perugia, where he was ordained as a priest and then entered the city’s Franciscan friary. His career took a dramatic turn in 1471, when his father’s brother, a noted scholar, was elected Pope Sixtus IV. Anyone lucky enough to be the nephew of a pope could usually count on rapid promotion. The word ‘nepotism’ comes, in fact, from nipote, Italian for ‘nephew’. But even in an age of shameless nepotism, when popes vigorously promoted their nephews (who were often, in fact, their sons), Giuliano enjoyed a meteoric rise through the Church hierarchy. He was made a cardinal at the age of twenty-eight, then collected a succession of prestigious posts: abbot of Grottaferrata, bishop of Bologna, bishop of Vercelli, archbishop of Avignon, bishop of Ostia. It was only a matter of time, it seemed, before he would get himself elected Pope.


  The only setback to Giuliano’s seemingly unstoppable rise had been the election to the papacy of his bitter rival, Rodrigo Borgia, who, in 1492, became Pope Alexander VI. After Alexander stripped Giuliano of his numerous offices and tried to poison him, the ambitious cardinal thought it wise to decamp to France. It was destined to be a long exile, for Alexander did not die until the summer of 1503, after which Pius III was elected. But Pius ruled for only a few weeks before dying in October, and in the conclave that ended on 1 November 1503, the seemingly inevitable happened, and Giuliano della Rovere was elected Pope  though not before offering bribes to his colleagues (most of whom both hated and feared him) to ensure a positive result.


  Alexander VI had been a notoriously debauched character, fathering at least a dozen children and consorting in the Vatican with mistresses and prostitutes.1 He was even rumoured to have pursued an incestuous affair with his daughter Lucrezia Borgia. Julius was not a voluptuary on nearly the same scale, but his ecclesiastical rewards had likewise been at odds with his more worldly nature. Though the Franciscans observed strict vows of chastity and poverty, as a cardinal Julius had adopted a casual attitude towards both pledges. He used the vast wealth from his preferments to build himself three palaces; in the garden of one, Santi Apostoli, he assembled an unrivalled collection of antique sculpture. He fathered three daughters, including Felice, a celebrated beauty whom he married off to a nobleman and ensconced in a castle north of Rome. He discarded her mother in favour of his next mistress, a famous Roman courtesan named Masina. From one of his various lovers he contracted syphilis, a new disease that, according to one observer, was ‘very fond of priests  especially very rich priests’.2 Despite this ailment, however, and despite also the gout from which he suffered as a result of his rich diet, His Holiness was in the rudest of health.


  Once elected Pope, Julius devoted his considerable energies less to his own personal ambitions and more towards assuring the power and glory of the papacy. Like Rome, the papacy had been in a dire state when he ascended the throne. Its authority had been gravely weakened by the Great Schism, the period from 1378 to 1417 in which rival popes ruled in Rome and Avignon. More recently, Alexander VI’s wild extravagance had drained the Church’s finances. Julius had therefore set about collecting taxes with ruthless efficiency, halting devaluation of the currency by minting a new coin, and punishing counterfeiters. He also bolstered revenues by creating and then selling ecclesiastical offices, a practice known as simony (and a sin whose practitioners Dante had placed in the eighth circle of Hell, where they were buried upside down and had their feet roasted by flames). In 1507, Julius promulgated a bull offering indulgences, which meant people could pay to reduce the time their friends or relatives spent in Purgatory (usually calculated at nine thousand years). All of the funds accruing from this controversial measure were earmarked for the building of St Peter’s.


  Julius further planned to replenish the Church’s coffers by recovering control over the Papal States, many of which were either in open revolt against the Church or else had been usurped by ambitious foreign powers. The Papal States were a loose collection of properties  cities, fortresses, large chunks of land  over which the Church traditionally claimed political authority. Besides being the representatives of Christ on earth, popes were also temporal princes with the powers and privileges of any other monarch. Only the king of Naples governed more land in Italy than the Pope, who had dominion over as many as a million people.


  Julius took his role of prince very seriously. In one of his first acts after his election, he sent to neighbouring states stern warnings to hand back all papal lands. He had the Romagna particularly in mind, a collection of small principalities running south-east of Bologna. Though these principalities were ruled by local lords who were, in name at least, vassals of the Church, a few years earlier Cesare Borgia, the son of Alexander VI, had tried to create a dukedom for himself in the region through assassinations and brutal campaigns of conquest. On the death of his father, Cesare’s power had collapsed and the Venetians swept into the Romagna. At Julius’s insistence, they eventually handed back eleven fortresses and villages but stubbornly refused to part with Rimini and Faenza. Besides these cities, two others, Perugia and Bologna, were of concern to the Pope, since their rulers, Gianpaolo Baglioni and Giovanni Bentivoglio, ran foreign policies independent of Rome despite owing their allegiance to the Pope. Il papa terribile was determined to have all four cities firmly back under his control. In the spring of 1506, therefore, Julius began preparing himself for war.


  Despite Piero Rosselli’s assurances to the Pope over the dinner table, Michelangelo showed no signs whatsoever of quitting Florence. He refused to return to Rome with his friend Giuliano da Sangallo, the emissary dispatched to fetch him. However, he instructed Sangallo to inform the Pope that he was ‘more than ever ready to continue the work’, and that if His Holiness was agreeable he would execute the tomb in Florence rather than Rome, forwarding the statues as he finished them. ‘I shall work better. here and with greater zeal,’ he told Sangallo, ‘as I shall not have so many things to think of.’3


  Michelangelo’s preference for Florence over Rome was understandable enough. In 1503, the city’s Wool Guild had built a commodious workshop to his specifications in via de’ Pinti, where he was supposed to execute a dozen eight-foot-high marble statues for the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore  work that, along with The Battle of Cascina, had to be sacrificed for the Pope’s tomb. Altogether, an incredible thirty-seven statues and reliefs of various sizes awaited his attention in this workshop  more than enough work to keep both himself and his small team of assistants busy for the rest of their lives. Besides the twelve statues for the cathedral in Florence, he had been hired to decorate an altar in Siena’s cathedral with fifteen marble statuettes of various saints and apostles. Working on the Pope’s tomb in Florence, rather than Rome, would presumably have given him the chance to fulfil some of these obligations.


  Michelangelo was content to stay in Florence for another reason: his large and extended family  his father, brothers, aunt and uncle  lived in the city. He had four brothers in all, his mother having produced five boys at regular two-year intervals before dying in 1481, when Michelangelo was six. The oldest of the boys was Lionardo, followed by Michelangelo, then Buonarroto, Giovansimone and, finally, Sigismondo. Their father, Lodovico, had remarried in 1485 but became a widower once more when his second wife died in 1497.


  The Buonarroti clan lived in modest circumstances. Michelangelo’s great-grandfather had been a successful banker, piling up a considerable fortune that his grandfather, an unsuccessful banker, proceeded to squander. Lodovico was a low-ranking civil servant who lived mainly on an income from inherited farmland at Settignano, in the hills above Florence. Michelangelo’s earliest years were spent on this farm, where his wet nurse had been the wife of a local stonemason, a circumstance to which he attributed his skill with the hammer and chisel. In 1506, the family was renting out the farm and sharing a house in Florence with Michelangelo’s paternal uncle, a money changer named Francesco, and his wife Cassandra. Michelangelo’s older brother had entered the priesthood, but the younger trio  aged between twenty-five and twenty-nine  still lived at home. Buonarroto and Giovansimone worked as assistants in a wool shop. Sigismondo, the baby of the family, was a soldier. All of them were in no doubt that their fortunes rested squarely on the shoulders of their talented brother.


  During his self-imposed exile from Rome, Michelangelo lived at home, working on the various statues in his workshop in via de’ Pinti and tinkering with his huge cartoon for The Battle of Cascina. As if this work were not enough, he also began making plans to tackle a commission even more daunting than the Pope’s tomb. Accepting an offer from the Sultan Bayezid II, he hoped to travel to Constantinople and build a thousand-foot-long bridge  the world’s longest  over the Bosphorus, thereby linking Europe and Asia.fn1 If the Pope did not wish to pay for his services, a host of other patrons certainly did.


  Julius, meanwhile, impatiently bided his time. Two months after the sculptor’s flight, he sent to the Signoria, the political executive of Florence’s new republican government, a brief that, in its allowances for the artistic temperament, seems remarkably tolerant in tone, if somewhat condescending:


  Michelangelo the sculptor, who left us without reason, and in mere caprice, is afraid, we are informed, of returning, though we for our part are not angry with him, knowing the humours of such men of genius. In order then that we may lay aside all anxiety, we rely on your loyalty to convince him in our name, that if he returns to us he shall be uninjured and unhurt, retaining our Apostolic favour in the same measure as he formerly enjoyed it.4


  Michelangelo was unmoved by this guarantee of safety, and the Pope was forced to send yet another request to the Signoria. Still Michelangelo defied the order, presumably because no mention was made of any plans for the tomb. By now the leader of the Florentine republic, Piero Soderini, began to lose patience, fearing the episode might end with the papal armies descending on Florence. ‘There must be an end to all of this,’ he wrote sternly to Michelangelo. ‘We are not going to be dragged into a war and risk the whole State for you. Make up your mind to go back to Rome.’5 But Michelangelo paid no more attention to Soderini than he had to the Pope.


  At this point, in the dog days of the summer, the Pope was suddenly distracted from the problem of his runaway artist by the first of his campaigns to rid the papal domains of their usurpers. On 17 August 1506, he announced to his cardinals a plan to lead an army, in person, against the rebel fiefdoms of Perugia and Bologna. The cardinals must have been thunderstruck. It was unheard of for a pope, the vicar of Christ, to lead an army into battle. Julius’s second announcement left them even more stupefied: they too would join the charge into battle. Still, no one dared object, not even when a comet appeared in the sky above Rome with its tail pointing towards the Castel Sant’Angelo  a sure sign, it was said, that evil times lay in store.


  Julius was undaunted by the omen, and for the next week Rome bustled with preparations. Finally, before dawn on the morning of 26 August, after an early Mass, he was borne in his litter to the Porta Maggiore, one of Rome’s eastern gates, where he gave a blessing to those who had risen to cheer him on his way. With him were five hundred knights on horseback and several thousand Swiss infantry armed with pikes. Twenty-six cardinals accompanied them, together with the choir from the Sistine Chapel and a small army of secretaries, notaries, chamberlains, auditors  a good part of the Vatican bureaucracy. Also among the company was Donato Bramante, who served, among his other duties, as the Pope’s military architect.


  From the Porta Maggiore, the procession snaked into the scorched countryside beyond the walls of Rome. More than three thousand horses and mules were needed to carry the mountains of baggage. At the head of this long column was the consecrated Host: not the thin white wafer of modern times, but a large, cake-like medallion that had been baked in an oven and stamped with inspiring scenes of the Crucifixion and the Resurrection.


  The army made good time despite such a cumbersome entourage, breaking camp two hours before sunrise each morning and covering seven or eight miles by nightfall. Along the way, the Pope and Bramante inspected various castles and fortifications. When the procession reached Lake Trasimeno, eighty miles to the north, Julius stopped for a day to indulge his two favourite pastimes, sailing and fishing. He had loved sailing ever since he earned
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