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Michelangel 0 and the
ltallan Renaissance

In his nearly 89 years of life,
Michelangelo Buonarroti painted,
scul pted, and built someof thegreatest
works of art ever produced, and he
worked for, and fought with, some of
the most powerful political and
religious leaders in Europe. Popes
and noblemen competed among
themselves to employ him to create
works of art that would glorify
themselvesaswell astheir cathedrals
and cities. By thetime of hisdeath on
February 18, 1564, thissolitary genius
had proved himself to be one of the
greatest, if not the greatest, artist who
ever lived. Hewasagiant in an age of
artistic giants and, along with fellow
artistsRaphael andLeonardodaVinci,
represented the peak of that explosion
of sculpture, painting, andarchitecture
we refer to today as the ltalian
Renaissance.

It might help us to better
understand the life and art of
Michelangel oif welooked at thetimes
inwhich helived and worked. All of
Europe was in turmoil. Armies
marched to and fro as kings and
princes attempted to seize land and
cities from one another, while the
emerging middle classes, who had
grown rich on trade, attempted to
break free of their control. As if
Europe’ s dynastic quarrels were not
enough, the popes in Rome placed
themselves squarely in the middle of
these disputes in order to protect the
wealth and power of the Catholic
Church. And yet, Renaissance artists
somehow managed to rise above the
civicstrifeintheir own cities, aswell
as the religious warfare between
Catholics and Protestants, to create
timeless works of beauty. Their
creative output is even more
impressive when we consider that
during this most fertile period of
Western art a seemingly endless
stream of historic events and
discoverieswerecallingintoquestion
thecorereligiousand political beliefs
that had held European society
together for over athousand years.

The first invention to
revolutionize Western civilization
during this period was something we
take for granted today: printing. In
1450, justaquarter of acentury before
Michelangelo was born, a German
goldsmith named Johann Gutenberg
invented a new way of reproducing
words with reusable movable type
that would beoneof themajor turning-
pointsinEuropeanintel lectual history.
DuringtheMiddleAges, professional
copyists called scribes had been
employed to hand-copy al written
materials. Gutenberg’s new process
alowed for mass production, and
made the cost of producing a single
page about 400 times cheaper than
copying by hand. In the realm of
religion, the ability to mass produce
Bibles and sermons inexpensively
enabled common people for the first
time to read this material for
themselves, and by doing so helped
carry forward the opposition to the
Church (known as the Reformation)
sparked by Martin Luther two
generations after Gutenberg's death
in 1468. It also immensely enlarged
the number of readers to whom a
writer might address his political
opinions, thus assisting the
devel opment of European democracy
in coming generations. Gutenberg's
invention would be amajor factor in
ushering in the modern world, andits
effects were already being felt in
Michelangelo’ s day.

In 1492, when Michelangelo was
seventeen, Columbus made the first
of his historic voyages that was
destined to radically ater European
man’'s view of the world. The
discovery of previously unknown
continents was perhaps the greatest
single event in modern history. It set
in motion voyages of exploration and
conquest that brought the almost
limitlessresources of the New World
flowing back to Europe, and shifted
the center of power of that continent
fromthe M editerranean to the nations
bordering the Atlantic. The voyages
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of Columbus and Magellan not only
launched oneof thegreat commercial
revolutions in history, they changed
theway Europeanslooked at thepl anet
itself. One can only imagine the
intellectual confusion in Europe
during Michelangel o’ syouth when it
wasfirstlearnedthat hugeland masses
had always existed on the other side
of the earth, and no one in Europe,
Asia, or Africahad aclue about their
location, or what type of people,
plants, and animals could be found
there.

Adding to the intellectual
confusionin Europearound 1500 was
a growing dissatisfaction with the
leadership of the Roman Catholic
Church. About the time Ferdinand
Magellan was preparing for his
voyagearoundtheworld (1519-21),a
German monk named Martin Luther
was beginning a war of words with
the Roman Church that was destined
to shake Christianity to its
foundations. Beginning in 1517,
Luther’s public protests against
corruptionandworldlinessamongthe
leadership of the Church split Europe
intotwowarring camps. Thisconflict
made L uther, adevout priest, theman
maost responsiblefor the Reformation
(a period of religious and political
upheaval inthe 16th century inwhich
new churches were formed separate
from the control of Rome). Such
power asthe Roman Church had held
for many centuries over the personal
lives and purses of millions of
Europe’ s Christianswas not going to
be given up without aterrible fight -
and that struggle took the form of
religious violence by Cathaolics and
Protestants for generations after
Luther’s death. The fuse was lit on
October 31<t,1517. Michelangelowas
42 yearsold when Luther nailed alist
of hisreligiousgrievancesto the door
of achurchin Wittenberg, Germany.
With that hammer, Luther
permanently shattered, whether he
intended to or not, the solidarity of
Christianity itself.
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This period of religious and
political turmoil was also a time of
artistic experimentation unlike
anything seen before it, and
Michelangelo was destined to bring
painting, sculpture and architecture
to a peak of perfection in what we
today refer toastheHigh Renaissance,
themost remarkabl e period of change
since the decline of the Roman
Empire.

Renaissance is a French word
meaning“rebirth” or “revival.” ltwas
atransitional period between Middle
Agesand modern timesthat ran from
around 1350 to 1600. It was made
possible by wealth that had come to
northern Italy as aresult of renewed
trade between Europe and the East
following the end of the Crusades.
The Medici family of Florence had
madegreat fortunesthroughthistrade
andfromthelending of money at high
rates of interest to popes and princes.
They spent large sums of their great
fortunes beautifying their palaces, as
well asimproving thecity’ schurches
and public buildings. This, in turn,
helped support hundreds of local
artistsand craftsmen whaosereligious
and civic works continue to inspire
artists today. This was the Florence
into which Michelangelo grew to
manhaood.

Michelangelo Buonarroti was
born in 1475 into a family of some
social distinction. His father was the
mayor of thetown of Caprese, not far
from Florence. Because of his
mother’ s delicate health, he was sent
soon after his birth to be nursed by a
family of stonemasons. Thegreat artist
would later joke that this experience
destined him for the hammer and
chisel. Atsix monthsof agethefamily
moved to Florence. Although his
father insisted that artists were no
better than day-laborers, the young
Michelangelo was determined to
becomeasculptor. Finally bowing to
his son’s strong will, he apprenticed
Michelangelo at age of thirteen to a
local artist, but he left after a year
saying there was nothing more to
learn from the man. Soon after that,
theyoungman'’ stal entwasrecognized

and hewasasked to liveinthe palace
of Florence' sleadingcitizen, Lorenzo
Medici, aso known as Lorenzo the
Magnificent. For two years (1490-
92) Michelangelolivedwiththecity’s
most powerful family, ate at their
table, and discussed art, politics,
literature, and philosophy with the
greatest literary and political figures
of his day. These contacts would be
critically important in getting him his
first commissions.

L orenzo the M agnificent wasnot
theonly influential figureintheyoung
artist’ slife. A famousreligiousleader
also made a profound impression.
During these early years, the fiery
preacher Savonarola was calling for
the men and women of Florence to
repenttheirloveof wealthand earthly
pleasures before God punished them
severely for their sins. As much as
Michelangelo loved the richness of
Renai ssance Florence, thepreacher’s
wordsawaysremainedintheback of
hismind. Decades|ater, Savonarola’s
warnings about punishment for sins
came to life visually when
Michelangelo painted The Last
Judgment onthewall behind thealtar
inthe Sistine Chapel. In that massive
painting, we see Christ judging the
sins of mankind and sending the
wicked to their eternal punishment.
Michelangelo seems never to have
fallen under the spell of the ancient
Greeks, as did many artists of his
time; he was more Old Testament
than New Testament in spirit.

Renai ssance Florence was an art
school in itself. The young sculptor
wanderedthroughthecity’ schurches,
public buildings, and palaces and
made careful drawingsof someof the
greatest works ever created by the
hand of man. The paintings of Giotto
(c1266-¢1337) and Masaccio (1401-
28), and the sculptures of Donatello
(c1386-1466) werehisguidestowhat
was artistically possible. During the
Renaissance, the human figure was
onceagainshowninthreedimensions,
andanother important el ement entered
Western art: a sense of drama.
Michelangelo posed his figures in
ways that suggested action and
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passion, something rarely seeninthe
quiet perfection of the statues and
paintings of Greece and Rome, nor
the doll-like painting and carvings
produced for the Roman Catholic
Church during the Middle Ages.

Michelangelo was particularly
impressed by the great Florentine
sculptor Donatello, the first great
sculptor of the Italian Renaissance.
The statue of David that Donatello
carved around 1440 for the Medici
family was the first sculpture in a
thousand yearsmeant to beviewedin
the round. Unlike the statues in
medieval cathedrals, whose subjects
were often symbolic, this work had
an individuality not seeninreligious
art for many centuries. The young
Michelangelo studied Donatello’s
work closely andlearned what agreat
artist might do with a hammer and
chisel.

Michelangelo also spent many
hours carefully copying thereligious
figures painted by Giotto, one of the
founders of the central tradition of
modern\Western painting, andanartist
who had made enough of an
impression on his own time that the
poet Dante (1265-1321) had
mentioned him by name in his epic
poem The Divine Comedy.
Michelangelo studied Giotto’'s
paintings in order to learn how to
better represent human figures in
three-dimensional space. This use of
perspective, the system for depicting
a three-dimensiona form on a two-
dimensional surface by portraying
objects getting smaller and less
distinct asthey fadeinto thedistance,
was one of the characteristics of
Renaissanceart. Still, Michelangelo’s
first love was sculpture and Rome,
rather than Florence, would be the
city wherehistalent with the hammer
and chisel would first be recognized.

Between 1496 and 1501,
MichelangeloworkedinRome, where
at twenty-threeheestablished himself
asthe leading sculptor of histime by
carving a magnificent Pieta for a
cardinal’s tomb in Saint Peter’'s
Cathedral. The word Pieta is Italian
for “pity” and, in art, it means a
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painting or scul pturerepresenting the
Virgin Mary holding the crucified
Jesuson her lap. Thisstatueisamong
the most celebrated piecesof art ever
created in stone, and it made his
reputation as an artist of genius. In
this piece, we can see the quiet
influence of the classical Greeks in
the oval-shaped perfection of the
Madonna sface. Thosewho saw this
marble miracle agreed that it rivaled
the finest works of ancient Greece
andimperial Rome. And anyonewith
the slightest familiarity with carving
stone understands that a finished
product such as the Pieta requires
tensof thousandsof careful strokesof
hammer upon chisel, and a single
mistake has the potential to ruin the
entire enterprise. Unlike a painter,
who can repaint asection of acanvas,
the sculptor cannot restore anything
he has removed from the block of
stone.

Following the completion of this
Pieta and other commissions,
Michelangelo returned to his native
city of Florence with areputation as
the greatest sculptor of his day. He
was twenty-five, with decades of
artisticcreationlefttohim, andwould
work to within a week of his death
sixty-four years later.

At the age of twenty-six, the
young sculptor accepted an
assignment from the officials of
Florence' s cathedral to carvealarge,
flawed, and irregularly shaped piece
of marble into a human figure. The
finished statuewastheworld-famous
David and, at over sixteen feet in
height, it wasthelargest freestanding
male nude carved in marble sincethe
Roman Empire. It was instantly
recognized as a wonder of art and
installedinfront of thetownhall asan
emblem for the city itself. Five
centuries later it remains, with the
possible exception of the Statue of
Liberty, the most famous statue in
Western art.

With the delicate perfection of
the Pietd and the heroic David to his
credit, Michelangelo could havedied
before he was thirty and still be
considered one of the greatest

sculptors of al time. Instead, pope
Julius!1 summoned the young genius
back to Rometo carve for him one of
the largest and most elaborate tombs
ever conceived. [ts40 marble statues
alone would have taken decades to
complete.

Michelangeloarrivedin Romein
1505 and began work on the pope’s
tomb. However, between 1508 and
1512 he was taken off that twenty-
year project and ordered to paint
several thousand square feet of the
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, which
was a physical as well as an artistic
challenge becauseit wasin the shape
of abarrel and thesurfacewasbroken
up by eight windows. He tried to
avoid the assignment by claiming to
beascul ptor who had only onceinthe
past attempted to paint a mural, but
pope Julius Il insisted that he do the
job.

Workinginfrescoisvery difficult,
even for an experienced painter.
Frescoisawall-paintingtechniquein
which pigment, mixed with water, is
applieddirectly towallscoveredwith
wet plaster. When the wall dries, the
painting is permanent and becomes
part of thewall. The artist, therefore,
mustwork quickly aswell ascarefully.

Michelangel o took as his subject
matter the Old Testament from
Creationto Noah, and hedid thework
standing erect on a scaffold seventy
feetintheair, notlyingonhisback, as
legend says. He spent four years on
theproject, workinginabuilding that
was cold in the winter and hot in the
summer. His neck and head were
sometimes in danger of becoming
dislocated due to the fact that he
remained in such an uncomfortable
stancewhilepaintingmany hourseach
day. Paint dripped onto his face, he
dlept in his clothes to save time, and
thepopeconstantly urgedhimtofinish
the project before he was satisfied
with the way it looked. Finaly, in
October of 1512 the vaulted ceiling
was reveaed to the public. It was
most grandiose and ambitious
pictorial decoration anyone had yet
attempted - and it was done by aman
who did not consider himself to be a
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painter. The ceiling contained 343
figuresin thirty-three panelsand was
later called “a masterpiece of truly
epochal proportions’ by art historian
H. W. Janson. Twenty-twoyearsafter
completing that famous ceiling, the
great man returned to paint the Last
Judgment onthewall behindthealtar.
Today, the College of Cardinals
gathersinthat great chapel whenthey
meet in Rome to elect a new pope.
Michelangel o ended hiscareer at
theVaticanasthepope’ stoparchitect,
spending years rebuilding Saint
Peter’ sbasilica. Hewas ableto work
up to eight days before his death in
1564 at the advanced age of eighty-
nine. It was because of Michelangelo
andtheother great man of that period,
Leonardo da Vinci, that we began to
associateartistswiththewordgenius,
instead of theword craftsman. Never
againwould such men beregarded as
nomorethantalented manual |aborers.
Michelangelo was revered in his
own time as Il Divino (the divine
one). Historian Will Durant thought
he was the greatest artist who ever
lived, and the English painter, Sir
Joshua Reynolds, believed him to be
the greatest genius that ever was
employed in the arts.
Heremainstheonly artist ever to
reach the highest peaks of
achievement in three separate fields
of human endeavor: painting,
sculpture, and architecture. The
ceilingandthewall behindthealtar of
the Sistine Chapel alone place
Michelangelo among the greatest
artists to ever wield a brush. His
Roman Pieta and Florence's David
lead many criticsto consider him the
greatest scul ptor whoever lived. And,
if that were not enough for one
lifetime, hiswork aschief architect of
St. Peter’ sin Rome showed himto be
to be a highly talented building
designer. The hundreds of sonnetshe
penned over his long life can only
make usadmirehissoul aswell asthe
works of his brush and chisel.
Michelangelo deserves to stand
among the supremely great figuresin
history such as Shakespeare, Newton,
Napoleon, and Beethoven. Geniusis
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not the same as inspiration; nearly
everyone has good ideas now and
then. Genius is having the ruthless
determinationtoact onideasandforce
them, at all costs, to completion. The
men and women who reach the peaks
of human achievement arrive there
because they have hitched single-
minded determinationto succeedtoa
uniquesenseof unhabitual perception,
and that combination has been
responsible for much of that we call
greatness in literature, science,
politics, music and the visual arts.
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TEST: Michelangelo i g

Home Room: American History & Literature

1.

Michelangelo, one of the greatest artistswho ever lived, was atrue Renaissance man of many talents. Hewas
asculptor, painter, architect, and poet

2.

According to Benet's Reader's Encyclopedia, this artist was "one of the greatest and most influential artists of all
time...and responsible for the direction taken by art for ___two ___ centuries after his death.”

3.

This artist was born in 1475, not far from the great Renai ssance city of Florence

4.

Michelangelo did some of his greatest work in stone and paint when he worked for the pope in the city of
Rome

5.

At twenty-three, he carved his magnificent Piet4 , the Virgin Mary holding the dead Christ on her lap.

6.

For thecity official sof Florence, Michelangel o producedthelargest freestanding malenudecarvedinmarble
since the Roman Empire. The statue was of king David

1.

Thecity officialsof Florence paid Michelangel o about $6,000 intoday'smoney for thestatue
mentioned in the previous question.
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8.

Pope Julius || summoned the artist to Rome to carve for him an elaborate tomb

0.

Between 1508 and 1512 he was taken off the twenty-year project for the pope mentioned in the previous
guestion and ordered to paint the enormous ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. It would be one of
the largest and greatest works of art in all of history.

10.

The ceiling of the chapel mentioned in the previous question covers 6,000 square feet.

11.

According to Encyclopaedia Britannica, One of the greatest English painters and writers on art, Sir Joshua Reynolds,
described Michelangelo as "the greatest genius that ever was employed in the arts."

12.

Twenty-two yearsafter completing the ceiling mentioned in question #9, Michelangel o returned to paint the
Last Judgment on the wall behind the atar.

13.

Michelangelo ended his career as the pope’ s top architect, rebuilding Saint Paul’ s basilicain the Vatican.
(@ True (b) False

14.

Michelangelo died young, but was able to work up to eight days before his death in 1564.
(@ True (b) False

15.

Itwasbecauseof Michelangel oand L eonardodaVinci that webeganto associatearti stswiththeword genius
instead of the word craftsman.
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16.

Fresco is thetechniqueof painting directly onwallscovered with wet plaster so that the paint

permanently becomes part of the wall.

17.

The ceiling paintings of the Sistine Chapel contain 343 figuresin thirty-three panels.

18.

Historian Will Durant said the ceiling frescoes of the Sistine Chapel are "the supreme
painting of the Renaissance."

19.

Theterm Renaissance means” rebirth.” Thiswasthegreat transition period betweenthe
Middle Ages and modern times and some of history’s greatest artists, such as Michelangel o, Raphael, and
Leonardo daVinci lived and worked during this time.

20.

Some 250 of Michelangel o's sonnets (poems) have survived.
(a) True (b) False
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Eb Waters and Bobby Joe Langdon hauled off a load of junk that was in one “Yes, Ebenezer, but that nephew of
hurried to get their boat off the trailer  of the corners. He’d been at it about half  mine still felt real bad about what hap-
and into the lake asthe sunbegantorise. an hour when the museum director pened. He would’ve been in big trouble
“Hurry, Eb. Let'sgetthisthingintothe  walked in and fainted dead away.” if the museum hadn’t been insured.”
water before the city boys get here with “Why?” “Then | wouldn’t worry too much
their radios and their cell phones.” “It seems that what he thought wasa about that chicken wire and building
Ebenezer Waters laughed ashe pulled  bunch of stuff left over by the workmen  brick piece of foolishness he threw out. If
with all his might to move Bobby’sboat  was some sort of modern art creation the world needs another creation like
into the water. and he’d thrown the entire thing out.”  that I can run out to my barn and whip
“You know, Bob, when | was a kid this “I'd laugh, but | don’t want to hurt up something they’ll love at that mu-
lake was the most quiet place in this your feelings.” seum. I'll throw the firstsix things | come
county. The first time | heard a cellular “Iknow. Thedirector called the police,  across onto a pile and give it a fancy title
phone ring out here | thought I had lost  but they couldn’t charge him with any-  and we’re in business. I'll call it ‘Folly of
my mind. Why would you come all the  thing because they realized he was an  the 21st Century,’ charge a million for it,
way out here to get away from your uneducated man who didn’t know the and thefancy guyswill fallall over them-
troubles and then tie yourself to those  difference between a stack of bricksand  selves to buy it. I'll put on a beret and
troubles with a cell phone?” some chicken wire and brokenglassand  smokeacigarette out of one of those little
“Idon’tknow. I swear, ifyoucarethat an art masterpiece. He was fired, of holdersandthesissyboysfromthe news-
muchaboutyourworkorwhattheStock  course. Big scandal. He had to leave paper will come and write rave reviews
Market’'sdoin’youshouldastayedhome.  town.” about me and the primitive power of my
Say, did | tell you about the time | heard “Bobby Joe, it’s just possible that your  creations. I'll call my new style ‘Barn-
one go off during a funeral?” nephew was the only man in that mu-  yard Primitive’”
“You're kidding.” seum who did know the difference be- As Eb fantasized about his new role as
“l wish | was.” tween a true work of art and a piece of  king of the modern art world the two
“Bobby, the only manwho oughttobe  you-know-what.” men paddled up to their favorite fishing
carryin’ one of those things in church is “He didn’t finish high school, Eb.” spot. Sadly, before the first lure could be
a medical doctor.” “Yep, butwould he have thrown outa  cast into the water, the sound of a cellu-
“You're right. Hey, grab that extra Rembrandt painting?” lar phone rang across the lake inthe clear
paddle and let’s get started over to our “Of course not.” morning air.
favorite spot before the sunshine boys “Would he have pitched aGreek statue Eb shook his head and said, “And my
get here.” into the dumpster?” first masterpiece will be a stuffed city
“Who are you talking about?” “No, anyone with a pair of eyeballs boy with abass in one hand, a rod in his
“You know. | call the city boys ‘sun-  would know not to toss out something other hand, and a cell phone stuffed
shine boys’ because they always arrive like that.” down his throat.”
well after dawn. They’ve slept in and “Then maybe your nephew had a bet- “Eb, I look forward to seeing it.”
had breakfast, and that means they’re ter feel for what’s truly valuable than the
not serious fisherman. If you want bass  Fancy Dans who paid all that money for
you gotta be here just as the sun comes  that thing he threw out.”
up. Let's go.” “Maybe.”
The two men pushed off from the boat “Well, think about it, Bobby. We’ve
dock and headed toward an area with  read stories in the newspaper about
half-submerged logswheretheyhadhad = modern art masterpieces hangin’ upside
good luck in the past. As they moved down for months and nobody noticing.
acrossthe lake Eb asked Bobby abouthis  If we put a Rembrandt upside down
family. would someone notice right away?”
“Well, most everybody is doin’ pretty “Of course.”
good, except my brother’s kid. He got “Then it’s the artist’s signature that
fired from that art museum job in the sells this stuff, not the work itself. If
city.” that’s true we ought to collect their auto-
“What happened?” graphs and forget about their paintings
“The poor kid went off on atwo week and sculptures. This all started about a
vacation while they closed the place for hundredyearsagowhenthe middleclass
renovation. Whenhegotbackhegrabbed  hot shots began buying paintings—not
his mop and went about his usual job. because they appreciated art, but be-
He’s a janitor, ya know.” cause their accountants told them art
“Yeah, you told me.” was a good investment. The art dealers
“Anyway, hewentintothisareawhere  saw ‘em coming and unloaded all sorts
he knew they’d been renovatin’ and of trash. They still are.”
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Questions for discussion

Comment on the statement regarding Bobby Joe's nephew: "He was an uneducated man who didn’t know the
difference between a stack of bricks and some chicken wire and broken glass and an art masterpiece."

Commenton the statement: "Thisall started about a hundred years ago when the middle class hot shots began buying
paintings—not because they appreciated art, but because their accountants told them art was a good investment. The
art dealers saw ‘em coming and unloaded all sorts of trash. They still are.”

What, if anything, was your favorite part of the column? Why?

What, if anything, did you object to in the column? Why?
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