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Nude, Seen from Behind, 1504–5. Brown ink, traces of black chalk.















INTRODUCTION



“I am no painter,” protested Michelangelo, recounting his travails as he slogged away at one of the most famous, and lauded, works of painting in Western civilization—the Sistine Chapel ceiling. Yet as we all know, he was a painter, and a sculptor, and an architect.


Less well known, though, are his roles as a respected poet, with some three hundred poems to his name, and as an habitual and eloquent correspondent. Of his poems, seventy-seven are the sonnets included here—from early works influenced by Dante and Petrarch, to impassioned entreaties to the young Tommaso de’ Cavalieri and protestations of spiritual love for Vittoria Colonna, to his late tortured introspections as death drew near.


Nearly five hundred letters written by him exist, of which a selection appears here. Some, to be sure, are fairly mundane, written to his father and brother, and, later, to his nephew about family matters. But he also corresponded with his friend and fellow artist, Sebastiano del Piombo, and the chronicler of artists’ lives Giorgio Vasari, not to mention such exalted figures as popes, dukes, and Francis I, the king of France. Even his letters about financial transactions, or shipments, or advice about marriage reveal aspects of his character—sometimes proud, sometimes cranky, sometimes discouraged, sometimes acerbic, sometimes incisively wise.


Yet, above all, he was an artist and, as an artist, he drew, and drew, and drew. He drew on fresh paper and on top of or on the backs of receipts, poems, letters he’d received, and drafts of his own letters. After keeping one exquisite drawing (opposite) in his studio for twenty-five years, he folded it up only to jot lists on its back. It’s as if he couldn’t see a blank space without filling it, as if he lived by the advice he gave to his student Antonio Mini: “Draw, Antonio, draw, Antonio—draw and don’t waste time.”


Somewhat paranoid, Michelangelo was convinced other artists wanted to see his drawings to learn his methods and steal his ideas. His letters include requests that his works be hidden or securely wrapped, and—sadly for us—he destroyed many drawings, including throwing some onto a bonfire not long before his death. He suspected that his alleged enemies—particularly the reviled rivals of his early career, Raphael and Bramante—were conspiring against him; even in his last years he fretted about the scandal-mongering “rascals” and “scoundrels” who spread lies about him.


Even today, Michelangelo has a reputation of having been surly, antisocial, suspicious, parsimonious, curmudgeonly, and just generally disagreeable. Yet he did have a sense of humor, as is clearly on display in his satirical letter dated December 1525 about a colossal statue of Pope Clement VII. And, as the letters show, he was fond of at least some of his family members, and he had numerous friends, many of whom were quite devoted to him.


Michelangelo lived to be eighty-nine years old, through a near-century of upheaval in politics, religion, society, and art. The Italian city-states were under constant threat of invasion, from one another in petty turf wars and from the great European powers—France and the Holy Roman Empire with its feared German and Spanish armies—and Michelangelo, more than once, took flight to avoid impending warfare. This period also saw the rise of Martin Luther and the growing schism in Western Christianity. Yet it was also a time when artists were beginning to be seen as more than mere craftsman, and when the concept of the celebrity-artist arose. Michelangelo was hailed as a “genius” in his own time.


Michelangelo’s letters rarely discuss his theories about art. It is in his sonnets, such as “Se ben concetto” and “Non ha l’ottimo artista,” that he expresses his oft-quoted ideas about the making of sculpture. He believed that the original, ideal concept—concetto—of a work existed in the artist’s mind and, when he confronted a block of marble, his role was to uncover that image, to chip away at the stone until the work of art revealed itself. Drawings might be a way to explore and clarify the idea. The final work, though, since it is material, is forever inferior to the artist’s inspired conception—one reason, perhaps, that he left so many works unfinished, their figures caught as if trying to emerge from the stone.


A note on the translations and the sequence


The sonnets appear in the 1878 translation by John Addington Symonds. (Some of Michelangelo’s poems are caudal sonnets, with an additional three or six lines.)


The letters are primarily from Robert W. Carden’s 1913 Michelangelo: A Record of His Life as Told in His Own Letters and Papers; those of January 1, 1533, July 28, 1533, and August 1533 are from George Bull’s 1987 Michelangelo: Life, Letters, and Poetry; and those of August 1, 1550 to Vasari, October 13, 1550, September 28, 1555, and December 18, 1556, are from Richard Duppa’s 1816 The Life of Michael Angelo Buonarroti. Also included are a few of Michelangelo’s “Ricordi,” memoranda about financial and contractual matters, which provide additional context for the letters. Text within brackets has been added for clarification either by Carden or by the present editor.


Quite a few of Michelangelo’s letters are dated incompletely or, for one reason or another, incorrectly. They have been sequenced here according to recent scholarship, forming a framework for the book. Many of the drawings are placed chronologically or near related works, but for variety’s sake, others have been scattered throughout. Michelangelo wrote an abundance of poems from the early 1530s to the mid-1540s, fewer in other periods of his life, so to avoid congestion the sonnets have also been interspersed.
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THE BEST OF ARTISTS


Non ha l’ottimo artista




The best of artists hath no thought to show


Which the rough stone in its superfluous shell


Doth not include: to break the marble spell


Is all the hand that serves the brain can do.


The ill I shun, the good I seek, even so


In thee, fair lady, proud, ineffable,


Lies hidden: but the art I wield so well


Works adverse to my wish, and lays me low.


Therefore not love, nor thy transcendent face,


Nor cruelty, nor fortune, nor disdain,


Cause my mischance, nor fate, nor destiny;


Since in thy heart thou carriest death and grace


Enclosed together, and my worthless brain


Can draw forth only death to feed on me.





 




Do not marvel if sometimes my letters are filled with wrathful sentences, for I am kept continually in a state of agitation by many things which cannot fail to cause anxiety to one who is absent from his own home.







If I was made for art, from childhood given


A prey for burning beauty to devour,


I blame the mistress I was born to serve.


















1. Made for Art
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Two Cloaked Figures, after Giotto c. 1490–92. Gray and brown ink over traces of a preliminary drawing in stylus.


Michelangelo liked to say that he had acquired his love of, and talent for, sculpture through the milk of his wet nurse, the daughter and wife of stonemasons. The second of five sons, he was born on March 6, 1475, in Caprese, near Arezzo, though his family returned to Florence shortly afterward. As a boy he did show a natural bent toward art, and although his father thought art as a profession was demeaning (he would change his tune when his son became not only famous but also the primary breadwinner for the entire family), he was apprenticed when he was just thirteen to Domenico Ghirlandaio, one of the most prominent painters in Florence. It was during his brief sojourn in the workshop of Ghirlandaio that Michelangelo must have learned the technique of fresco painting, a skill he would put to use twenty years later.


The following year he moved to the Medici gardens, where Lorenzo the Magnificent invited talented young artists to study his collection of sculpture under Bertoldo di Giovanni, a student of Donatello’s. Here Michelangelo made his first sculptures, including the Madonna of the Stairs and the Battle of the Centaurs, while provoking a fellow student to punch him, the result being the squashed and asymmetrical nose we see in portraits. In Lorenzo’s household, Michelangelo was surrounded by proponents of Neoplatonism, whose philosophies he absorbed and would be inspired by. His lifelong reverence for the work of his fellow Tuscans, Dante and Petrarch, also began in his early years. By the time he left Florence when the Medici were expelled in 1494, he was receiving commissions in Bologna, and Florence, and Rome; he was only in his early twenties when he was contracted to sculpt the Pietà, which was promised to be “more beautiful than any work in marble to be seen in Rome today.” He was painting as well—the inventive composition of the Doni Tondo and the torquing forms of the lost cartoon for the never-executed Battle of Cascina in the Sala Grande del Consiglio in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, which would have been the complement and competition for Leonardo’s lost Battle of Anghiari. By the time he made the David in Florence, he was already renowned as the preeminent sculptor of the time.
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Battle of the Centaurs, 1490–92. Marble.


And so it was, in 1505, that Pope Julius II summoned him to Rome to design and sculpt his tomb, a project Michelangelo eagerly accepted. But after overseeing the quarrying of one hundred tons of marble, Michelangelo took offense at the pope’s treatment of him and of perceived conspiracies against him and fled to Florence, prompting Julius to send messengers to persuade him to return to Rome. Once returned, he intended to get back to work on the tomb, but Julius proved to be capricious in his plans for the young artist and insisted he come to Bologna to create a colossal bronze statue of the pope. Michelangelo’s letters from Bologna lament his “miserable living conditions,” where he indeed slept four to a bed, and discuss the slow progress of the sculpture. It was erected in 1508, only to be torn down in 1511 when the pope’s enemies overtook Bologna; it was eventually melted down to make a cannon snidely called “La Giulia.” Finally, Michelangelo was poised to return to the tomb project but, once again, Julius had other plans.


Michelangelo’s primary correspondents during this period are his father, Ludovico, and his next-oldest and favorite brother Buonarroto. Of his other siblings, the eldest, Lionardo, entered the priesthood and was defrocked (though later reinstated) as a follower of the fanatical Dominican preacher Girolamo Savonarola. The fourth son, Giovansimone, worked with Buonarroto in a wool shop in Florence; along with the youngest, Sigismondo, or Gismondo, they were occasionally rebuked by their brother for behavior unseemly to the family.


I CANNOT BY THE UTMOST FLIGHT


Non posso altra figura (For Tommaso de’ Cavalieri)




I cannot by the utmost flight of thought


Conceive another form of air or clay,


Wherewith against thy beauty to array


My wounded heart in armour fancy-wrought:


For, lacking thee, so low my state is brought,


That Love hath stolen all my strength away;


Whence, when I fain would halve my griefs, they weigh


With double sorrow, and I sink to nought.


Thus all in vain my soul to scape thee flies,


For ever faster flies her beauteous foe:


From the swift-footed feebly run the slow!


Yet with his hands Love wipes my weeping eyes,


Saying, this toil will end in happy cheer;


What costs the heart so much, must needs be dear!
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FROM ROME.


[To Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici in Florence]


Christus.


On the 2nd day of July, 1496.


MAGNIFICENT LORENZO, ETC., I write this merely to inform you that on Saturday last we arrived here in safety, and went immediately to visit the Cardinal di San Giorgio, to whom I presented your letter. I believe he was glad at my arrival, and he straightway expressed a desire that I would go and inspect certain statues, which detained me for the remainder of that day, so that I was unable to deliver your other letters. On the Sunday the Cardinal went to his new house and there caused me to be summoned. I went to him accordingly, and he asked my opinion of the statues I had seen. I told him what I thought; and certainly I consider that some of them are very beautiful. He then asked me if I had sufficient courage to undertake a beautiful work on my own account. I replied that I should not be able to produce any work equal to those I had been shown, but that I was willing he should see for himself what I could do. We have bought a piece of marble sufficiently large for a life-size figure, and on Monday I shall begin to work upon it [Bacchus].


Last Monday I delivered your other letters to Pagolo Rucellai [Paolo di Pandolfo Rucellai, a banker], who offered to place the money at my disposal, and to Cavalcanti. Afterwards I gave the letter to Baldassarre [del Milanesi], and asked him to give me back the Cupid, saying that I was willing to refund the money. But he answered me only with rough words, saying he would rather break it into a hundred pieces: he had bought the banbino, he said, and it was therefore his: he had letters from the person to whom he sold it showing that its new owner was well satisfied with his bargain: and he did not think he would be compelled to return it. He complained bitterly of you, saying you had spoken ill of him.


Some of our Florentines took the matter up, hoping to get it settled, but they were unable to do anything. I am now hoping to arrange the matter through the medium of the Cardinal’s good offices, for so I have been advised to proceed by Baldassarre Balducci. I will keep you informed as to how the business proceeds. I have nothing more to add. I commend myself to you. May God guard you from evil.


MICHELANGELO, in Rome.
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Bacchus, 1496–1497. Marble.
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Copy after Masaccio, from the Fresco of Santa Maria del Carmine (Three Standing Men in Wide Cloaks, Facing Left), 1494–96. Brown ink.














FROM ROME.


Domino Lodovico Buonarroti, in Florence.


In the name of God, this First day of July, 1497.


MOST REVERED AND DEAR FATHER, You must not be surprised that I have not yet returned to you, for I have failed in all my attempts to settle my business with the Cardinal, and I have no wish to leave Rome until I have received satisfaction and have been paid for my work. With these exalted personages one has to go slowly, for they cannot be forced into action. I believe, however, that the end of the coming week will certainly see all my affairs arranged.


I must tell you that Fra Lionardo [Michelangelo’s brother] has returned here to Rome, and says he was obliged to flee from Viterbo and that his frock has been taken away from him. He wished to return to you: wherefore I gave him a gold ducat for his journey, which he asked of me. I think you must already know of this, for by now he ought to be with you.


I know of nothing else I have to tell you, for I am surrounded by uncertainties and know not as yet which way matters will turn: but I hope soon to be with you once more. I am well, and trust that you are the same. Commend me to my friends.


MICHELANGELO, Sculptor, in Rome.
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Figure Study (Hercules), c. 1508. Ink.
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Figure Studies, 1503–4. Black chalk, partly over a preliminary drawing in metal stylus.


FROM ROME.


Domino Lodovico Buonarroti, in Florence.


In the name of God, this 19th day of August, 1497.


DEAREST FATHER, I write this to let you know that Buonarroto arrived here on Friday last, and that directly I heard of it I went to see him at his inn. He gave me all the news by word of mouth, and he tells me further that Consiglio, the draper, is causing you a great deal of anxiety, that he is unwilling to agree to any terms, and that he wishes to have you arrested. My advice is that you should endeavour to make some arrangement with him, and should pay him a few ducats in advance: then let me know what arrangement has been made between you and how much remains to be paid. If you have not this money I will send it to you, although I have but little myself; but as I have already said, I will do my best to find the sum, so that you may not be obliged to borrow it from the Monte, as Buonarroto says you will have to do. Do not marvel if sometimes my letters are filled with wrathful sentences, for I am kept continually in a state of agitation by many things which cannot fail to cause anxiety to one who is absent from his own home.


I was instructed by Piero de’ Medici to make a statue, and I bought the piece of marble for it; but I have never set my hand to the work because he has not done by me as he promised. I am accordingly working for myself, and am carving a figure for my own pleasure. I bought a piece of marble and paid five ducats for it, but it proved to be of no use, and the money was thrown away. Then I bought another piece and paid away another five ducats, and it is on this I am now working for my own amusement. I tell you these things so that you may know that I, too, have my troubles and expenses. Nevertheless, whatever sum you ask me for I will send you, even if I have to sell myself into slavery to raise it.


Buonarroto arrived here quite safely and has returned to the inn, where he has a room and is comfortable; he shall lack for nothing for as long as it pleases him to stay here. I have not the means to have him with me as I am myself lodged in the house of another, but you may rest assured that he shall want for nothing. Well, as I hope you are.


MICHELANGELO, in Rome.
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FROM ROME [AUGUST 1499].


To Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


MOST REVERED FATHER, I have just lately received a letter from a nun who says she is our aunt, and recommends herself to me, saying she is very poor and in very great want, asking me to give her something. Enclosed I send you five broad ducats: for the love of God please give her four ducats and a half, and the half ducat that remains I beg you to give to Buonarroto so that he may buy an ounce of lake from Francesco Granacci or from some other painter, or as much as the money will buy. It must be of the best obtainable in Florence: if there is none of the best quality to be got, then do not get any at all. The nun I have spoken of, our aunt, belongs, I believe, to the Convent of San Giuliano. I beg of you to find out whether she is really in such dire distress, because she writes to me through a channel I do not like: wherefore I doubt whether it be not some other nun who has made her do this. If you find the story is not true, keep the money for yourself. It will be paid to you by Bonifazio Fazi.


I have nothing else to tell you at present as I have not yet decided on anything of which I can advise you. I will let you know all in due course.


Your MICHELANGELO, Sculptor, in Rome.
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FROM ROME, JANUARY 31ST, 1506.


To Lodovico di Lionardo di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


To be delivered at the Customs House, Florence.


MOST REVERED FATHER, I learn from one of your letters that the Spedalingo has not yet come back to Florence and that as a consequence you have been unable to conclude the business about the farm as you desired. It has given me annoyance also, for I supposed you had already paid over the money for it. I half suspect that the Spedalingo has gone away on purpose so that he may not have to give up this source of income but may continue to hold both the money and the farm. Please let me know about it, for should matters be as I fear I would take my money from his keeping and place it elsewhere.


As for my affairs here, I should get on all right if only my marbles [for the Tomb of Julius II] were to arrive: but I seem to be most unfortunate in this matter, for since I arrived there have not been two fine days in succession. A boat happened to get here some days ago, but it was only by the greatest good fortune that it escaped accident, as the weather was most unfavourable: and as soon as I had unloaded it the river suddenly rose in flood and submerged it, so that even now I have not been able to set to work on anything, although I make promises to the Pope [Julius II] and encourage him to hope in order that he may not lose his temper with me; hoping myself all the time that the weather will improve and that I shall soon be able to begin work—God grant it so!
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Madonna and Child (Madonna of Bruges), 1501–4. Marble.














Please take all the drawings, that is to say, all those papers I put into the sack of which I told you, and make them up into a little bundle and send them to me by some carrier. But see that they are securely done up and run no risk of damage from rain, so that not even the smallest paper may suffer hurt. Bid the carrier take good care of them, for some are of the very greatest importance. Write and say into whose charge you have given them and what I have to pay the man.


As to Michele [di Piero di Pippo, a stonecutter], I wrote to say that he was to put that chest in safety somewhere under cover and then come immediately to Rome where he should want for nothing. I do not know what he has done. I beg of you to enquire into this; and, further, I beg of you to put yourself to a little trouble over these two things—that is to say, first to see that the chest is put in a safe place under cover, and afterwards I would like you to have the marble Madonna [probably the Madonna of Bruges] brought to your house, and take care that nobody shall see it. I am not sending you any money for these two things because I do not think they will cost much. If you have to borrow, you can do so, because very soon—if my marble arrives—I will send you money for this purpose and for your own use.


I wrote asking you to enquire of Bonifazio [Fazi] the name of the man in Lucca to whom he was going to pay those fifty ducats I am sending to Matteo di Cucherello [quarry master] at Carrara, and I asked you to write the name in the unsealed letter I sent you, which you were to forward to the said Matteo at Carrara so that he might know where to go in Lucca in order to get the money. I expect you have already done this. I beg you also to tell me to whom Bonifazio is paying the money at Lucca, so that I may know his name and can write to Matteo at Carrara telling him from whom he is to receive the said money in Lucca. No more. Do not send me anything more than I write for: my clothes and shirts I give to you and to Giovansimone. Pray to God that my affairs may prosper, and bear in mind that I wish you to invest about a thousand ducats of my money in land, as we have agreed.


On the thirty-first day of January, one thousand five hundred and six.


Your MICHELANGELO, in Rome.


[P.S.] Lodovico: I beg you to send on the enclosed letter addressed to Piero d’Argiento, and I beg you to see that he receives it. I think it might be well to send it through the medium of the Jesuits, as he visits them frequently. I beg you to see to this.
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Block of Marble for Tomb of Julius II, c. 1516. Pen and ink.


FROM FLORENCE, MAY 2ND, 1506.


To the Florentine, Maestro Guliano da San Gallo, Architect to the Pope, in Rome.


GULIANO [sic], I learn from a letter sent by you that the Pope was angry at my departure, that he is willing to place the money at my disposal and to carry out what was agreed upon between us; also, that I am to come back and fear nothing.


As far as my departure is concerned, the truth is that on Holy Saturday I heard the Pope, speaking at table with a jeweller and the Master of the Ceremonies, say that he did not want to spend another baiocco on stones, whether small or large, which surprised me very much. However, before I set out I asked him for some of the money required for the continuance of my work. His Holiness replied that I was to come back again on Monday: and I went on Monday, and on Tuesday, and on Wednesday, and on Thursday as His Holiness saw. At last, on the Friday morning, I was turned out, that is to say, I was driven away: and the person who turned me away said he knew who I was, but that such were his orders. Thereupon, having heard those words on the Saturday and seeing them afterwards put into execution, I lost all hope. But this alone was not the whole reason of my departure. There was also another cause, but I do not wish to write about it; enough that it made me think that, if I were to remain in Rome, my own tomb would be prepared before that of the Pope. This is the reason for my sudden departure.


Now you write to me on behalf of the Pope, and in similar manner you will read this letter to the Pope. Give His Holiness to understand that I am more eager to proceed with the work than ever I was before, and that if he really wishes to have this tomb erected it would be well for him not to vex me as to where the work is to be done, provided that within the agreed period of five years it be erected in St. Peter’s, on the site he shall choose, and that it be a beautiful work, as I have promised: for I am persuaded that it will be a work without an equal in all the world if it be carried out.


If His Holiness now wishes to proceed, let him deposit the said money here in Florence with a person whose name I will communicate to you. I have a quantity of marble in preparation at Carrara, which I will have sent here, and I will do the same with the marble I have in Rome, although it will entail a considerable loss to me: but I should disregard that if by this means I could obtain permission to carry out the work here. From time to time I would despatch the pieces as they are finished, in such a manner that His Holiness would be as well content as if I were working in Rome—more, indeed, because he would see the completed works without having any anxiety. With regard to the aforesaid money and work, I will bind myself in any way His Holiness may direct, and I will furnish whatever security here in Florence he may require. Let it be what it may, I will give him full security, even though it be the whole of Florence. There is yet one thing I have to add: it is this, that the said work could not possibly be done for the price in Rome, but it could be done here because of the many conveniences which are available, such as could not be had in Rome. Moreover, I should do better work and take more interest in it, because I should not have to think about a number of other things. However, Guliano mio carissimo, I beg of you to let me have an answer, and quickly. I have nothing further to add. This 2nd day of May, 1506.


Your MICHELANGELO, Sculptor, in Florence.
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FROM BOLOGNA, DECEMBER 19TH, 1506.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, Today, this 19th day of December, I have received a letter from thee in which thou recommendest to me Pietro Orlandini [Aldobrandini], asking me to perform what he requires of me. Know that he has written asking me to have a dagger blade made for him, and that he wants it to be of admirable workmanship. However, I do not know how I can serve him quickly and well; one reason being that it is not my craft, and the other that I have no time to attend to it. I will endeavour, nevertheless, to secure that before a month has passed he shall be served to the best of my ability.


I received thy tidings concerning your daily life, and especially the news about Giovansimone. It pleases me that he should enter the same shop as thyself and that he is eager to improve, for I desire to assist him as well as you others; and if God help me, as He has ever done, I hope before Lent is over to have finished what I have to do here [the bronze statue of Julius II], when I will return to Florence and will assuredly do for you as I promised. With reference to the money which, as thou sayest, Giovansimone wishes to invest in a shop, it seems to me better that he should wait for another four months so that the “flash and the report” may take place simultaneously. I know thou wilt understand my meaning, so I will say no more. Tell him from me to strive towards improvement, and that if, after all, he should want the money of which thou speakest in thy letter, it will have to be withdrawn from my account in Florence, for I have none here to send, as I am receiving but a low price for the work I am doing; moreover, it is very uncertain, and something might easily happen to throw me upon my beam ends. For these reasons I exhort you all to be patient and to wait these few months until I return.


As to Giovansimone’s coming here, I do not advise him to come yet, for I live here in a poor room and have bought only one bed, in which four persons have to sleep, so that I have not the means to receive him as he asks. But if he still wishes to come here, let him wait until I have cast the figure I am modelling, when I will send off Lapo [d’Antonio di Lapo] and Lodovico [di Guglielmo Lotti], who are helping me, and will dispatch a horse for him, so that he may not arrive here like a beast of burden. No more. Pray to God for me that my affairs may go well.


MICHELANGELO, Sculptor, in Bologna.
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FROM BOLOGNA, JANUARY 22ND, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence. To be delivered at the shop of Lorenzo Strozzi, Arte della Lana, opposite to the Apothecary, della Palla, near the Porta Rossa.


BUONARROTO, Some days ago I received a letter from thee, from which I learn that Lodovico has arranged with Francesco [Lodovico’s brother] about Mona Zanobia’s farm. Thou tellest me also that Giovansimone has begun to attend the same shop as thyself, and that he wants to come here to Bologna. I have not replied before because I have not had time until today.


With regard to the above-mentioned farm, thou sayest that Lodovico has entered into an agreement, and that he is going to write to me on the subject. Please understand that if he has written to me I have never received any letter which deals with the matter; please tell him this, therefore, so that he may not be surprised at receiving no reply to his letter, if he has written one.


I will tell thee my views about Giovansimone, so that thou mayest impart them to him on my behalf. I do not wish him to come here before I have cast the figure I have in hand, and for this I have a sufficient reason, though do not ask me what it is. Enough that as soon as I have cast the figure I will see that he shall come here without fail. It will then be less inconvenient, as I shall be released from the expenses which I have now to bear.


I expect that by the middle of Lent my figure will be ready for casting, and I pray God that it may turn out well; for if it be successful I hope to stand well with this Pope and to receive his favour. If I should cast it at mid-Lent and it should turn out well I hope to be in Florence for the Easter festival, and then I will assuredly do by you as I promised, if ye continue to be diligent.


Tell Piero Aldobrandini that I have entrusted his blade to the best worker in such things I can find, and that he promises to let me have it during the coming week. As soon as I receive it I will send it on, if I consider it satisfactory: if not, I will have another made. Tell him also not to be surprised if I have not served him as quickly as I ought, for I have so little time to spare that I could not do otherwise than I have done.


This twenty-second day of January, 1507.


MICHELANGELO DI LODOVICO BUONARROTI, Sculptor, in Bologna.
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BOLOGNA, FEBRUARY 1ST, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico Simone, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, I learn from thy letters how matters have gone with regard to the small farm: it has given me the greatest satisfaction and I am well pleased, provided it is a sure thing.


I have made careful enquiries about this Baronciello [Baroncelli] business, and from what I have heard it is a far more serious thing than ye make it out to be: and for my part, seeing that it is unfair, I would not ask it of him. We are all of us under considerable obligation to Baronciello, and we will do our best to fulfil those obligations, especially such as lie in our power.


Thou must know that on Friday evening, at the twenty-first hour, Pope Julius came to my house where I am at work, and remained for about half an hour while I was working. Then he gave me his blessing and went away, showing himself well satisfied with what I am doing. For all this it seems to me we ought to thank God very heartily; and so I beg you to do, and to pray for me.


I have to inform thee further that on Friday morning I sent away Lapo and Lodovico, who were with me. I turned Lapo away because he was conspiring against me and is a rogue, and would not do as he was bid. Lodovico is better, and I would have kept him on for another two months; but Lapo, in order not to be the only one blamed, corrupted him in such a way that both have been sent off. I tell thee this not because I am troubled by them—for they are not worth three quattrini the two together—but so that, if they come to talk to Lodovico, he should not be surprised. Tell him on no account to listen to them: if thou desirest to know more go to Messer Agniolo, Herald of the Signoria, for I have sent him a full account of the matter, and he of his kindness will give thee all information.
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Study for a Nude (Arm of the Marble David and Figure of the Bronze David), 1501–3. Brown ink, brown wash.
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David, 1503. Marble.


I note what thou sayest about Giovansimone. It pleases me that he should enter thy master’s shop and endeavour to make progress: encourage him to do his best, for if this matter turns out well I have hopes of placing you in a good position, if ye are prudent. With reference to that other land beside Mona Zanobia’s, if Lodovico likes it tell him to enquire into the matter and let me know. I believe, and it is said here, that the Pope will go hence about Carnival.


On the first day of February, 1506 [1507].


MICHELANGELO DI LODOVICO DI BUONARROTA SIMONI, Sculptor, in Bologna.


FROM THY FAIR FACE


Veggio nel tuo bel viso


(For Tommaso de’ Cavalieri)




From thy fair face I learn, O my loved lord,


That which no mortal tongue can rightly say;


The soul, imprisoned in her house of clay,


Holpen by thee to God hath often soared:And though the vulgar, vain, malignant horde


Attribute what their grosser wills obey,


Yet shall this fervent homage that I pay,


This love, this faith, pure joys for us afford.


Lo, all the lovely things we find on earth,


Resemble for the soul that rightly sees,


That source of bliss divine which gave us birth:Nor have we first-fruits or remembrances


Of heaven elsewhere. Thus, loving loyally,


I rise to God and make death sweet by thee.
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FROM BOLOGNA,


To Lodovico di Lionardo di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence. The 8th day of February, 1506 [1507].


MOST REVERED FATHER, I have today received a letter from you, from which I learn that Lapo and Lodovico have been talking to you. I am content that you should rebuke me, because I deserve to be rebuked as a wretch and a transgressor quite as much as anyone else, and perhaps more. But you must understand that I have not transgressed in any wise in the matter for which you rebuke me, either against them or against anyone else, unless it be that I have done more than I ought. All the men with whom I have ever had dealings know very well what I give them; and if anyone knows it, Lapo and Lodovico are the two who know it best of all, for in a month and a half one of them has had twenty-seven broad ducats and the other eighteen broad ducats, each with their expenses. Therefore I beg of you not to be carried away by their story. When they complained about me you ought to have asked how long they were with me and how much they had received from me: then you would have had to ask them what cause they had for complaint. But the reason of their great anger, particularly of that rascal Lapo, is this: they had given it out on all sides that they were the men who were doing this work, or rather, that they were in partnership with me; and they never realised—Lapo in particular—that he was not the master until I sent him off. Only then did he understand that he was in my service; and having already given a great deal of trouble and caused the Pope’s favour to show signs of declining, it appeared a strange thing to him that I should drive him away like a beast. I am sorry that he should still have seven ducats of mine, but when I return to Florence he shall most assuredly pay me back, though if he has any conscience he would also feel obliged to give me back the other money he has received. But enough. I shall say no more about it as I have written a sufficiently full account of their performances to Messer Agniolo [the Herald].


I beg you to go to him, and if you can take Granaccio with you, do so, and let him read the letter I have written so that he may understand what abject creatures they are. But I beg of you to keep silent as to what I have written about Lodovico, for if I cannot find anyone else to come here and cast the metal I shall endeavour to get him back, because as a matter of fact I have not dismissed him; only Lapo, who received more blame than he cared to support alone, lightened his own load by corrupting Lodovico. You will learn the whole matter from the Herald, and also how you are to act. Do not have any dealings with Lapo, for he is too great a scoundrel, and we have nothing to do with either of them.


With reference to Giovansimone, it does not seem to me advisable that he should come here, as the Pope is leaving during Carnival; I believe he will visit Florence on the way, and he does not leave affairs here in good order. According to rumour, there is a want of confidence prevalent here which it is wise neither to inquire into nor to write about: but enough that, even if nothing were to happen—and I believe nothing will—I do not want to have the care of brothers on my shoulders. Do not be surprised at this and do not breathe a word of it to anyone, because I have need of assistants, and I should find none willing to come if this were known. And besides, I still think things may turn out well. I shall soon be back in Florence and I will behave in such a manner as to satisfy Giovansimone and the others, if it please God! Tomorrow I will write you another letter with reference to certain moneys I wish to send to Florence, telling you what to do with them. I understand about Piero; he will answer on my behalf, for he is a good fellow, as he has always been.


Your MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.


[P.S.] I have something else to add in reply to the curious behaviour Lapo attributes to me. I want to tell you one thing, and it is this. I bought seven hundred and twenty pounds of wax, and before I bought it I told Lapo to find out where it could be got, and to settle the price, saying that I would give him the money so that he could buy it. Lapo went, and came back again, and told me that it could not be got for a farthing less than nine broad ducats and twenty bolognini the hundred [pounds], which is equal to nine ducats forty soldi. He added that I ought to take the opportunity without delay because I had been very fortunate. I replied that he was to go and find out whether he could get the odd forty soldi per hundred knocked off and that I would then buy it. He answered that the Bolognesi were of such a nature that they would not abate one farthing of the price they had asked. This raised my suspicions, and I let the matter drop. Later in the same day I called Piero [d’Argiento, Michelangelo’s assistant] aside and told him secretly to go and ask the price of the wax per hundred. Piero went to the same man as Lapo and bargained with him for eight and a half ducats, to which price I agreed, and afterwards I sent Piero to receive his commission, and he got that also. This is one of my strange performances. Of a truth I know it seemed strange to him that I was able to see through his deceit. It was not enough for him to receive eight broad ducats a month and his expenses, but in addition he tried to swindle me; and he may have swindled me on many occasions of which I know nothing, for I trusted him. I have never met a man who appeared more honest, so I suppose his straightforward look must have misled many another person. Therefore do not trust him in anything, and pretend not to see him.
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FROM BOLOGNA, FEBRUARY 13TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, I send this as cover to two letters; one is to go to Piero Aldobrandini, and the other to Giovanni Balducci in Rome. The latter I wish thee to hand to Bonifazio Fazi so that he may send it on, the other give to the aforesaid Piero.


Concerning those two scoundrels, I have no time to tell the whole story of their knavery, and I beg all of you—and tell Lodovico the same—not to refer to their behaviour in any way, for we have not to deal with them in this matter. Let this suffice.


The thirteenth day of February, 1507.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.


FROM BOLOGNA, FEBRUARY 24TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, It is already fifteen days since I sent certain moneys to Lodovico in Florence with certain instructions, and I have never had a reply. I am much surprised at it. Tell Lodovico, therefore, to let me know if he has received them, and if he has done as I asked; tell him to let me know without fail, because I am annoyed about it and marvel at his want of perception. He is the sort of man that one would entrust with important business again! I should have expected him to write a hundred letters, to make sure that at least one should reach me. See to it that he informs me without fail as to what steps he has taken and that the letter is sent in such a way as to reach me.


Yesterday I sent to see if Piero’s dagger was finished and found that it had still to be gilt. The man has kept me waiting for a month, but the truth is that he was not able to do otherwise, for owing to the departure of the Court he has had to supply weapons to all the courtiers and has had a very great deal to do. It is for this reason he has kept me waiting. Tell Piero not to be anxious, for in any case he shall have it in a few days. The Pope went away on Monday morning at the sixteenth hour, and if thou desirest to learn in what state he has left my affairs, go to the Herald and he will tell thee. I have no time to write.


The twenty-fourth day of February.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.
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FROM BOLOGNA, MARCH 6TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico Buonarroti, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, I did not reply to thy letter or to Piero Aldobrandini’s because I had decided not to write until I had received the said Piero’s dagger. It is now two months ago that I entrusted this work to a man who has the reputation of being the most skillful master to be found in his particular craft, and although he has kept me waiting until now I did not wish to have it made by anyone else, nor to annul the agreement: wherefore, the aforesaid Piero has some excuse if he considers I have treated him badly, but I could not do otherwise.


Now I have got the dagger back again, or rather, I have got it; but only this morning, and with much difficulty, for my lad Piero had been obliged to go for it so many times that he was ready to beat the maker over the head with it. Please note that the goldbeater, Chiaro di Bartolomeo, will be the bearer of this and that he will also bring the dagger. See that Chiaro is paid what is due for bringing it, and give it to Piero. If it does not please him, tell him to send me word, and I will have another one made: and tell him also that since the Court came here every craftsman, and all the arts, have risen to great dignity and esteem, wherefore he must not marvel if I have so long delayed sending it, for I, too, have had much to think of. This one workman alone has more on his hands since the Court was here than the whole of Bologna had previously. I have no time for writing. I wrote to Lodovico saying I had received his letters and telling him how I had been deceived, as he will now be able to understand.


On the sixth day of March, 1507.


MICHELANGELO DI LODOVICO BUONARROTI, in Bologna.
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Study of a Leg for the Christchild of the Doni Tondo, c. 1507–8. Ink.
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Study of a Head Looking Upward (Study for the Madonna of the Doni Tondo), 1504–7. Red chalk.
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The Holy Family (Doni Tondo), 1506–8. Tempera on wood.


FROM BOLOGNA, MARCH 26TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, Some days ago I received a letter from thee acquainting me with the whole story of Piero Aldobrandini and the dagger. I may tell thee that if it were not for love of thee I would leave him to babble on as long as he liked. Thou must know that the blade I sent, and thou hast received, was made according to his—that is to say, Piero’s—measurements, for he sent me a drawing in a letter and told me that I was to get it made exactly like that. I did so. However, if he wanted a dagger he should not have sent me measurements for a rapier: but I wish to tell thee in this letter what I would not say before, and that is, that thou hadst better not have dealings with him because it is not thy business. If he should come to thee for the aforesaid blade, by no means let him have it; put a good face on the matter and tell him I gave it to one of my friends: that will be enough. I may tell thee that it cost me nineteen carlini here, with thirteen quattrini for the tax.


My affairs here are proceeding favourably, by the grace of God, and I hope to cast my figure [the bronze of Julius II] before a month is past. Pray God, therefore, that it may turn out well, so that I may return quickly to you, for I am minded to do for you all as I promised. Be kind to Giovansimone and tell him to write to me sometimes, and say to Lodovico that I am well and that I will certainly let him know before I cast my figure. Commend me to Granaccio when thou seest him. I have nothing more to tell thee. The plague is beginning here, and is of a virulent type, for wherever it enters it carries off all within the house, although at present it has not claimed many victims—forty households, perhaps, so they tell me.


This twenty-sixth day of March.


MICHELANGELO, Sculptor, in Bologna.


[P.S.] If thou hast given the dagger to Piero say no more about it, but if thou hast not done so do not give it him at all.
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FROM BOLOGNA, APRIL 20TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, Today I have received thy letter of the 17th of April, from which I learn the long journey my letters have to make before reaching Florence. I cannot alter it, because the arrangements are bad. I have learnt many things from thy letter, but I do not reply to them because there is no need. I am sorry thou hast behaved to Filippo Strozzi in so miserly a fashion over so small a matter [the dagger], but since it is done it cannot be undone.


With regard to my own affairs, I am writing to Giovansimone and he will tell thee how I prosper: say the same to Lodovico.


I would like thee to go to the Herald and tell him that as I have never received a reply from him with reference to Messer Bernardino [d’Antonio dal Ponte di Milano] I have concluded that the said Messer Bernardino is unwilling to come here for fear of the pestilence; wherefore I have engaged a Frenchman to take his place, who will serve me well. I did this because I could not wait any longer. Please let this be known, that is to say, tell Messer Agniolo [the Herald]. Commend me to him, and tell him to commend me to his lordship the Gonfaloniere [Piero Soderini]. Commend me to Giovanni da Ricasoli when thou seest him.


The twentieth day of April.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.


FROM BOLOGNA, APRIL 20TH, 1507.


To Giovan Simone di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


GIOVAN SIMONE, I have not replied to a letter received from thee several days ago because I have not had the time. In this letter I have to tell thee that up to the present my work [the bronze of Julius II] goes well, and accordingly I have hopes that it will finish satisfactorily—please God it may be so! And if it should be so—that is to say, if I come out of this affair well—I will come, or rather, return, to you immediately, and I will do all that I have promised each one of you; that is to say, I will help you with all I have—in what way you and our father will be able to judge for yourselves. Therefore be of good cheer, and be diligent in thy shop, making the most of every opportunity; for I hope that before long ye will be keeping a shop by yourselves and for yourselves. If ye understand the business and know how to trade it will be of very great assistance. Wherefore attend to thy work with diligence.


Thou writest of a certain friend of thine, a doctor, who has told thee that the plague is a dangerous disease and that people die of it. I am very glad to know of this because it is very prevalent here and these Bolognesi have not yet learnt that it is fatal. Wherefore it would be a good thing if he were to come here, because then he would perhaps teach them by experience, and they would greatly benefit thereby. I have nothing more to tell thee. I am well and getting on satisfactorily: I hope soon to be back in Florence.


On the 20th day of April.


I had no more paper.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.
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Crested Head, 1503–4. Ink.
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Compositional Study for “The Battle of Cascina,” 1503–4. Black chalk, partly over a preliminary drawing in metal stylus.


FROM BOLOGNA, APRIL 28TH, 1507.


To Giovan Simone di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


To be delivered at the shop of Lorenzo Strozzi, Arte della Lana, in Porta Rossa.


GIOVAN SIMONE, I have already replied to a letter from thee some days ago. By this time I believe thou wilt have received mine and wilt have learnt my views. If thou hast not received it, thou wilt learn from this letter all that I wrote to thee in the last.


I expect Buonarroto will have told thee of my intentions, and thou mayst take it all for settled, for directly I reach Florence, I intend, with God’s permission, to set you up in business either by yourselves or in partnership, whichever ye desire, and in whatever manner may appear to us the most secure. Wherefore be of good courage and rely upon what I have told thee as being a certainty. I have no time now for writing; therefore I will write again more fully later on. I am well and have finished my figure in wax. This coming week I shall begin to make the outer mould, and expect to have it complete in from twenty to twenty-five days. After that I shall prepare for the casting, and if it comes out well I shall be in Florence shortly after.


On the 28th day of April.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.
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FROM BOLOGNA, MAY 2ND, 1507.


To Giovan Simone di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


GIOVAN SIMONE, Some days ago I received a letter from thee which gave me much pleasure. Since then I have written thee two letters, and I suppose I have had the same good fortune with respect to them that I usually have, that is to say, I suppose they have not arrived.


I may tell thee that, please God, two months will not pass before I return to Florence: and all that I have promised to do for Buonarroto and for thee I am prepared to carry out. I do not write to thee of my intentions at full length, nor do I say how eager I am to help you, because I am loath that others should get to know of our affairs: be of good cheer, however, for greater—or rather, better—things are in store for thee than thou thinkest. I have no more to tell thee on this head. Thou must know that here everyone is preparing for war, and this is the fourth day that the whole district has been under arms and a prey to rumoured dangers, with which the Church in especial is threatened: the cause of it being the Bentivogli, who have made an attempt to enter the city with a great following of people. The high courage and prudence of his lordship the Legate, however, and the admirable precautions he has taken have, I believe, saved the patrimony from them once more, since at the twenty-third hour this evening we had news from their forces that they were turning back again with small honour to themselves. No more. Pray God for me: and live in happy expectation, because soon I shall be back in Florence.


The 2nd day of May.


MICHELANGELO, in Bologna.
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Study of a Torso for “The Battle of Cascina,” c. 1504–5. Black chalk, ink.














BOLOGNA, JULY 6TH, 1507.


To Buonarroto di Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, in Florence.


BUONARROTO, Learn that we have cast my statue [the bronze of Julius II], and that I was not over fortunate with it, the reason being that Maestro Bernardino, either through ignorance or misfortune, failed to melt the metal sufficiently. It would take too long to explain how it happened: enough that my figure has come out up to the waist, the remainder of the metal—half the bronze, that is to say—having caked in the furnace, as it had not melted; and to get it out of the furnace must be taken to pieces. I am having this done, and this week I shall have it built up again. Next week I shall recast the upper portion and finish filling the mould, and I believe it will turn out tolerably well after so bad a beginning, though only as the result of the greatest labour, worry, and expense. I was ready to believe that Maestro Bernardino could melt his metal without fire, so great was my confidence in him: but all the same it is not that he is not a skilled master, or that he did not work with a will. But he who tries may fail. His failure has been costly to him as well as to me, for he has disgraced himself to such an extent that he dare not raise his eyes in Bologna.


If thou shouldst meet Baccio d’Agnolo, read this letter to him and beg him to inform San Gallo in Rome, and commend me to him. Commend me also to Giovanni da Ricasoli and to Granaccio. If this turns out satisfactorily I hope to be finished with it in from fifteen to twenty days, when I will return to you. If it is not successful I should perhaps have to do it again, but I will keep you informed.


Let me know how Giovansimone is.


On the 6th day of July.


[P.S.] With this I shall enclose a letter for Giuliano da San Gallo in Rome. Send it as securely and as quickly as thou canst: if he should be in Florence, give it into his hands.
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