

  [image: cover]




  

    [image: ]




     




     




    Author: Eugène Müntz




     




    © Confidential Concepts, worldwide, USA




    © Parkstone Press International, New York, USA




     




    ISBN 978-1-78160-612-4




     




    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or adapted without the permission of the copyright holder, throughout the world.




     




    Unless otherwise specified, copyright on the works reproduced lies with the respective photographers. Despite intensive research, it has not always been possible to establish copyright ownership. Where this is the case, we would appreciate notification.


  




   




  

     




    Eugène Müntz




     




     




     




     




    Michelangelo





     




     




     




     




     




     




     




    [image: ]


  




  

    [image: ]




     


  




  
1. Self Portrait with Turban Quill,





  36.5 x 25 cm. The Louvre, Paris.




  

    
MICHELANGELO





     




    The name “Michelangelo” has come to mean “genius”. Firstly because his talents spanned sculpture, painting, architecture, army engineering and even poetry to the extent that he became the personification of original thinking and avant-garde esthetics. Secondly, he is the artist through whom Humanism found full expression.




     




    In the Renaissance, Humanism was more an attitude and style of thinking than a doctrine. The focus was on Man, not abstract intellectual ideas. The key issues were: What does Man come from? Where does he belong in the Universe? What, indeed, is Man? Is perfection of this world? The answers were never final or dogmatic but open to analysis, debate and investigation. Humanism could mutate from Christian to Pagan, from secular to whatever.




     




    Humanism took first root in Florence under leading Neo-Platonists such as Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola and Leonardo da Vinci. From there it spread throughout Europe. The powerful creativity, expressiveness and intensity of Michelangelo’s works beautifully illustrate the Humanist conception of the world. To best understand the artist, we must begin with a look at his life.




     




    
Childhood





     




    The close of the 15th century marked the start of a new era. Decades of plague, war and famine had thrown Europe into a period of radical change. Mindsets were changing. Medieval values were rejected as people with a deep need for social change looked to their flourishing economies and a range of new technologies. Lorenzo de Medici, François I and other great Europeans maintained that the arts were as important as war. Moreover, the printing press made culture more accessible to greater numbers of people. It was in these revolutionary times that a minor civil servant from the petty nobility of Florence was appointed local governor (podestà) of the diocese of Arezzo. His name was Lodovico di Leonardo Buonarroti Simoni and he settled in the town of Caprese. His second child, Michelangelo, was born on Sunday, March 6, 1475.




     




    After two terms as local governor, he moved the family back to their homestead in Settignano just outside Florence. When his wife died in 1492, he was left with five children to raise alone. Michelangelo was only six at the time. Left motherless, he became a tight-lipped, insolent and stubborn child. Packed off to board with a stonecutter’s family, he soon channelled his frustration into extracting stone from the nearby quarry alongside his foster family’s own children. Alongside them, Michelangelo learned the tools and skills of that he would later apply to his masterpieces. “If there’s anything good in me, he told his friend Giorgio Vasari one day, it comes from being born in the subtle atmosphere of our Arezzo countryside, and, from my wet nurse’s milk, I drew forth the hammer and chisel I use to make my statues”, according to Robert Coughlan. Later in life, Michelangelo would see this experience as the true source of his art.




     




    Michelangelo was to travel a path that diverged sharply from that of his brothers who went into the silk business. He stood out because of his fine intelligence and sensitivity. His father sent him to study under Francesco d’Urbino, a top grammarian who opened Michelangelo’s eyes to the beauties of Renaissance art. But Michelangelo was always more inclined toward drawing than classical studies and he quickly made friends with an older co-student, Francesco Granacci, who was also a student of the painter Domenico Ghirlandaio. Struck by Michelangelo’s ambition and drive, Granacci persuaded him to take up art too and even helped convince his father, who thought “manual labour” was unbecoming to the son of a Florentine civil servant. Michelangelo stood his ground and his father eventually relented, exploiting a distant kinship to the Medici to enroll him in Ghirlandaio’s workshop (bottega) as an “apprentice or valet”. Though he seethed at the thought of being anyone’s valet, he kept silent. In any event, Michelangelo joined Ghirlandaio’s workshop at the age of 13 on April 1, 1488. It was his first formal step toward becoming the greatest painter the Renaissance ever produced.




     




    
The Medici Factor





     




    Domenico Ghirlandaio’s workshop catered strictly to affluent Florentines. He had a flair for frescos and his paintings are among the earliest to show a Renaissance influence. He worked on the Sistine Chapel alongside Botticelli, Rosselli and Pinturicchio under the direction of Perugi and served as personal decorator to Lorenzo de Medici.




     




    In drawing and painting classes at the workshop, Michelangelo’s talent soon set him apart from his peers. On his own initiative, he did a colour version of a work of Schoen’s. Ghirlandaio soon realized he had a genius on his hands and made him study Giotto, Masaccio and Santo Spirito. Altogether, Michelangelo spent three years in the atelier copying masters such as Donatello and Jacopo della Quercia, sharpening his eye as he went along. There, he became fully aware of his own visual acuity, analytical mindset and solid feel for colors. He also made enemies at the atelier, for many were envious, and his nose bore the mark of a blow by the jealous, violent Torrigiani, to whom we owe the Villa Romana.




     




    Though he met Lorenzo de Medici through Ghirlandaio, Michelangelo would always deny that his teacher had taught him anything of value or influenced him in any way. Filled with ambition, Michelangelo was sure of his exceptional talent and liked to see it as the sole reason for his success. 




     




    It was a good era for artists. Lorenzo de Medici, also known as “Il Magnifico”, was a patron of art and literature who, inside his own palace, founded a school chaired by Bertoldo, a student of Donatello’s, then prominent in the Florence art scene. The most promising young artists flocked to study sculpture there. Through that school, Michelangelo met the Medici family and was greatly impressed by their fabulous collection of sculptural works. The school marked a quantum leap in his artistic education and led to a lifelong working relationship with the Medici family.




     




    Michelangelo became a symbol of the Renaissance, with innovative output that contrasted sharply with that of his predecessors – from whom he drew unparalleled inspiration nonetheless. He had found his calling: sculpture! The outstanding quality of his output quickly caught the eye of Lorenzo de Medici, who promoted his reputation and secured his introduction into high society. There, Michelangelo met other art patrons, fellow artists, key statesmen and prominent Humanists who frequented the Court of Florence. Lorenzo’s two sons, Giovanni and Giulio, were two of these acquaintances and they were to assume special significance through long hours of study and leisure spent together. Many years later, they would become the popes Leo X and Clement VII and commission Michelangelo’s greatest masterpieces.
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