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The greatest trompe l’oeil ever shaped by human hands: a quarry in Carrara’s Colonnata basin.
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LUMP THE WHOLE THING! SAY THAT THE CREATOR MADE ITALY FROM DESIGNS BY MICHAEL ANGELO.

MARK TWAIN, The Innocents Abroad

HE WAS AS MUCH SHAPED BY THE MARBLE AS THE MARBLE WAS SHAPED BY HIM.

WILLIAM WALLACE, Michelangelo at San Lorenzo

“IN ITALY,” MY GRANDMOTHER USED to say, “our people wore hats.” Not the shapeless caps of ordinary laborers: the men of the Mazzei family wore the crowned fedoras appropriate to landowners and lawyers, government officials and … stone carvers. They worked with their hands, but in a trade that, in their home town, was as proud as a medieval guild: they worked the marble. Her grandfather Vincenzo had been a cavatore in the marble mecca of Carrara, one of the quarrymen who hacked and pried the great blocks of stone loose from the mountain and eased them down the slopes. Perhaps they had arrived in the marble belt just a few decades or generations back; Mazzei is typically a toscano, not carrarino, name, and my grandmother claimed (without any particular evidence) that we were related to one eminent Tuscan, Philip Mazzei. This peripatetic physician, merchant, and adventurer became a friend and neighbor of Thomas Jefferson, served as revolutionary Virginia’s roving ambassador to Europe, and joined in both the French Revolution and the Polish government. His boosters call him, with unintended irony, “the godfather of the Declaration of Independence” because of his writings, which Jefferson translated and purportedly borrowed from. He did help draft a Polish constitution.
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The hard work of the cave at the turn of the century, which Vincenzo Mazzei’s sons left behind.

Alleged ancestors aside, the familiar Tuscany of Chianti wine, rolling hills, and pricey, picturesque villas is a far cry from the rough peaks and rough-hewn ways of Carrara. Though the town and surrounding territory were nominally annexed to Tuscany when Italy was unified in the 1860s, they remain a world apart—as Michelangelo Buonarroti discovered more than five hundred years ago, when he came seeking marble for Rome’s and Florence’s grandest monuments.

The pay was meager in the mid-1800s and the quarry work was punishing. It began soon after midnight, when the cavatori started the long hike up the slopes to launch that morning’s assault upon the stone before the heat of day set in. Death came suddenly and frequently, when shaky outcrops collapsed or ropes broke and twenty-ton blocks went careering off their skids. Nevertheless, Vincenzo Mazzei survived. He became capocava—foreman—of one of the largest quarries, and his son Adolfo could have followed in his booted tracks. But Adolfo had other ideas. Though they did not study at Carrara’s Accademia di Belle Arti, he and his brothers graduated to another stage in the gritty alchemy that turns rough rock into polished sculpture. Adolfo went to work at Laboratorio Lazzerini, Carrara’s largest sculpture studio, rising to foreman when he was just twenty-three. Then he and his brothers set up their own laboratorio, where they chipped and scribed and shaped and buffed the stone, producing busts of Italy’s aristocrats, nymphs, and fauns for its fountains, saints and Madonnas for its churches.

Adolfo became one of Carrara’s most distinguished sculptors. In 1909 he won a first-place gold medal at Rome’s Grand Exposition of Art, Industry, and Commerce for his bust of the locally born, nationally revered poet Giosuè Carducci; the photograph of the bust accompanying an article in L’Illustrazione di Roma reveals both hyperrealistic detail and the intense Romantic expression expected in portraits of poets. At that point Adolfo had already completed his most lucrative commission, four statues for Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in New York, and used his earnings to buy and refurbish a spacious, stately house just up from Carrara’s center, on a road to the marble quarries. To express his gratitude to America and his delight at what he saw in New York, he vowed to name his next son after its president, Theodore Roosevelt. When his wife, who was already pregnant, bore a daughter, he named her Roosevelt. But such a name was unseemly after the Fascists came to power, so “Roosevelt” was Italianized to “Rosvelda.” She married a Tuscan immigrant from San Miniato, who founded a business inventing and manufacturing glues, blades, and abrasives for those who worked the stone. Their son Luigi Brotini took it over, and invented more. More than half a century later, Luigi introduced me to the lore of Carrara and the majesty of the marble mountain.

Working for Adolfo did not sit well with his younger brother Aristide, also an able stone carver, who did not want to work for his brother. Or so my father tells me; his sister Claire, who is older and so in a better position to know, remembers a more romantic explanation for her grandfather Aristide’s embarkation. She says he fell in love with an unlettered village beauty who was beneath the station of a respected stone clan. Marry her, he was told, and lose your place in the business. He married her anyway.

Eleven decades later, under the impression that Ermelinda Masetti had been the belle of the quarrymen’s village of Bedizzano, halfway up one of the three roads that run from Carrara to the quarries, I rode there in an afternoon bus filled with rambunctious middle-school kids. The comune (city) offices in Carrara, under whose jurisdiction Bedizzano falls, had no records of any births matching hers. But not all births were necessarily recorded, and so I determined to check the baptism records at Bedizzano’s parish church.

I waited at the bottom of the narrow stairs behind the little church while the afternoon catechism class finished up. The kids streamed out, and Father Guido Sanguinetti followed. If central casting were to supply a kindly village priest for one of those heartwarming coming-of-age-in-the-old-country movies that used to flood out of Italy, it would send in Father Guido—who, I later learned, had shepherded the parish since 1947. He looked like a subcompact version of the singer Charles Aznavour—a tiny, cheerful octogenarian in a black robe, dark beret, and enormous black-rimmed glasses, with a merry smile, an air of eager distraction, and the stride of a race walker. I trotted to keep up, though I was at least a foot taller, as he beelined across Bedizzano’s stately little piazza. Without slowing, he greeted the cavatori and pensioners hanging about the piazza bars as though they were still his pupils, and chided one who had resumed smoking. Reaching his office, Father Guido pulled out one enormous leather-bound record book after another, poring over the names marked in browned ink in the fine, florid hands of a bygone penmanship. Nope, no matches there either.

As it turned out, the chase was a wild and goosy one. I was mistaken; she came not from Bedizzano but from another hillside hamlet, La Foce, on the high road to Massa, Carrara’s decidedly nonidentical twin city. There, her relatives would later start the first gas station in the area and become prominent Fascists—reputed participants in one of the most ghastly of many massacres the Germans and Italian Black Brigades perpetrated after making the Apuans their last-ditch defense against the approaching Allies. But it was not an entirely fruitless chase. Father Guido apologized profusely for coming up short, but then brightened. My great-grandmother’s husband was a sculptor named Mazzei? Then he did have something to show me! He led me on another beeline to a storage shed—the treasury, they would call it in a grander church—whose rough wood shelves were lined with goblets, candles, and simple, folksy sculptures. The prize was a plaster bust of some long-ago duchess or marchesa, the model for a final marble, Father Guido proudly announced, by the distinguished sculptor Adolfo Mazzei. He led me back out to the piazza, where, midway between the two bars, stood this marble village’s most prominent work in marble, the sort of monument that stands in piazzas all across Italy: a monument to the local boys who fell in the First World War. It was signed, in large chiseled letters, A-MAZZEI/CARRARA.

No wonder Aristide left. He had to go all the way to America to get out from under his brother’s shadow.

He arrived in Boston around 1890 and went to work in a marble shed in Lee, Massachusetts, due south of the Vermont quarries where Carrarese cavatori (quarrymen) and stonecutters (scarpellini or, in the modern spelling, scarpellini, literally “little chisels”) would establish a “Little Carrara” at Barre. Today, just one master carver from Carrara, Giuliano Cecchinelli, is still active in Barre, though he works valiantly to keep the tradition alive.1 But in Carrara’s hole-in-the-wall cantinas, when the old cavatori and scarpellini learn you’re from America, many will break into stories of their years in Barre. Damn cold winters, they’ll say; sometimes their hands froze to the stone as they handled it. But damn good money.

Aristide, now called “Harry,” soon moved back east, to the town of Everett, just north of Boston. He brought his young family over from Carrara and kept working the stone. He was not particularly religious himself, but he carved saints and Madonnas to inspire those who were. He carved gravestones and funeral monuments, now as then the bread and butter of the stone business. He won a part in two prestigious commissions: he carved stonework, including ornate inscriptions and bas-reliefs, for the Boston Public Library, America’s premier Italian Renaissance palace, and he sculpted figures in the city’s ornate Metropolitan Theatre (now the Wang Theatre), though its marble is mostly faux. When his daughter Alma, my grandmother, fell deathly ill with childhood pneumonia, the doctor drained her flooded lung cavity and treated her for months, then declined to take cash payment; he asked only for an exquisite small sculpture, a pair of clasped hands—her hands—that her father had carved. She cried when the doctor took it.

However uncongenial Aristide may have found the strict social code in the old country, he brought the same strictness to the new. He believed girls should stay home as their mothers had in Italy, and forbade my grandmother and her sister the movies, dances, and other diversions of the New World (which they snuck off to enjoy anyway). In photos he stands rigid as the stone itself, staring firm and unsmiling into the camera. His mustache is clipped and his hair close-cropped in the proto-crewcut called a “wiffle”; the effect is inescapably Teutonic. His wife, whom he doted on, called him “the German.” He taught his children and grandchildren to sing, then tapped time with his cane as they did. The tunes he taught them were not Italian; years later, his granddaughter, my Aunt Claire, did a double take when she heard the same tunes sung at a German nightclub.

He inveighed often against “the Italians”: “Italians are just no good,” Aunt Claire recalls him saying. “Don’t you marry one!”

“But Grampa,” she replied, “we’re Italian.”

“No, we’re not,” he intoned. “We’re Tuscan!”

My grandmother recalled how her father would come home after a day in the workshop, go to the bathroom, and cough up blood. But marble may not have been the culprit. In Carrara they say that marble dust does not hurt the lungs, at least not white statuario marble, which is very nearly pure calcium carbonate. But granite, which is full of abrasive silica, causes wasting, killing silicosis. And Aristide surely had to work granite in Massachusetts; it abounds in stony New England, and is much harder and tougher than marble. Before the advent of respirator masks and airflow systems to suck up the dust, generations of stone carvers and quarry workers died young providing enduring monuments to those who’d lived to ripe old age.



WHEN I START to explain why I set out to write a book on Michelangelo Buonarroti and the marble quarries of Carrara, my friends say what the reader may well be thinking: “Ah, you’re writing a book about going back to your roots”—as if the world needed any more such books. But roots go only so far for most of us. I confess that I took some pleasure when people around Carrara—after asking about my ancestry (Scigliano, from my paternal grandfather’s side, is a Calabrese name, as strange there as it is here) and learning of my scarpellino great-grandfather—would say, “O, sei proprio carrarino!” You’re one of us! And I had no qualms about exploiting the access that this connection thrice-removed sometimes afforded. But I had no intention of writing about “my roots,” or any illusion that they were the stuff of epic.

But earlier, in a college preceptorial on Michelangelo Buonarroti, I encountered something that was. Call it genius, or terribilità, as Michelangelo’s contemporaries did, it smacked me in the face like a gale wind. I felt that wind again a decade later when I arrived in Rome for the first time since childhood and beheld firsthand the Vatican Pietà, then Moses at the truncated tomb of Julius II, and then, in Florence, David and the Medici tombs. As I marveled at what genius had wrought from the same stone that the Mazzei once worked, I longed to see the marble mountain. But circumstances did not cooperate, and I never connected with the cousins who dwelt there still.

I finally arrived on a long-delayed train from Rome, late at night in early January 1985, during the coldest winter in Italy in a hundred years. The snow that slowed the train now filled the night sky, and the mountain of white marble was invisible and unapproachable, lost in a different whiteness. And so I pushed on to Milan.

Years later I returned to Italy, crossed the Apennines in blinding sleet, and arrived to a fair morning in Carrara. I located my father’s cousin Luigi Brotini, who lived in a marble-lined house with his Sardinian wife, Cecilia. Luigi was a better host and guide than anyone curious about the cave (quarries) could hope for. The family firm, which his sons now managed, made the bits and blades and grinding pads that thousands of local lavoratori, artigiani, and scultori used to cut and shape the stone. He seemed to know everyone on the mountain and in the valleys below, and still had boundless energy and enthusiasm for the subject of marble at the age of seventy-three. A madcap week in the cave and workshops, stumbling after the tireless Luigi through the white dust and debris, only piqued my hunger to know this hard, pale land and to understand these men of stone and this stone of men.

I did not intend to write anything about them, yet their stories begged to be told. But where to begin? The vertical moonscape of peaks and quarries and the twenty-six-hundred-year history of their conquest and exploitation—a history drenched in blood and occasionally limned by genius, peopled with slaves and centurions, emperors and brigands, butchers and poets, anarchist saints and Fascist demons—and throughout, the stoic stonecutters and quarrymen, moving mountains with their bare hands: it all seemed a spectacle too ample for any chronicle to comprehend. Even the ordinarily sardonic, saturnine Michelangelo Buonarroti was swept away by this spectacle.

And there the streams converged. Michelangelo’s exploits loom over Carrara and its quarries just as his art does over the history of Western sculpture and painting. Tramping around the calco-strewn slopes, or watching the master carvers at work in their powder-covered workshops, I was everywhere reminded of the restless feet that trod here and the powerful hands that took the marble’s measure more than five hundred years ago, when Buonarroti came, as he put it, to “tame these mountains” and steal their stone. It seems especially apt to speak of the man and mountain together, almost as characters in a dual drama—at once a love story and a contest of wills. “A force of nature,” we would call Michelangelo today, and the term fits. In appearance he was very unlike the ex-model, Charlton Heston, who played him—a man of modest height, slump shouldered and spindly legged, with an oversized forehead, a squashed nose, and a scraggly forked beard, given at times to sloppy dress, poor hygiene, paralyzing depressions and panic attacks, and flights of suspicion verging on paranoia. But there is an elemental, overpowering quality to his work and, beneath his quirks, to the man who made it. It is magnificent and monstrous at once. Terribilità, his contemporaries called this quality, invoking the dread as well as exhilaration that his art evoked even in their worldly hearts.

Perhaps no artist save Shakespeare (who was born two months after Michelangelo died) has cast so outsized a shadow, a shadow that falls especially long across this place. It is common to speak of his life as pulled between two poles—Florence with its artistic and political ferment, its Medici tyrants, and republican revolutions, and Rome with its imperious popes, scheming cardinals, and lavish projects. But his orbit had a third pole: Carrara, where he found his ideal medium and restorative solace and inspiration—as well as danger, frustration, wearying intrigue, and bitter disappointment. We cannot fully understand Michelangelo, or the importance of Carrara and its marble, without understanding his relationship to them.

Michelangelo was a sculptor by vocation, but he also stands among the great masters in architecture and painting and the near-great in poetry; he was a transformative influence in all these arts. His formal schooling, like Shakespeare’s, was slight, and he too had but little Latin and no Greek. But he was recognized even in his lifetime as a supreme example of the universal Renaissance genius, surpassing in some ways even his rival Leonardo da Vinci. “The divine Michelangelo,” Giorgio Vasari called him, structuring his series of artistic biographies to build to the apotheosis of Michelangelo’s achievements. Just as, in the Old Testament and in the Sistine Chapel ceiling scheme, the prophets Daniel, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Jonah were supposed to presage Christ’s arrival, so Giotto, Donatello, Masaccio, and the rest were cast as warm-up acts for the artistic messiah, Michelangelo Buonarroti. Leonardo played the part of John the Baptist.
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Michelangelo, the first Romantic artist, as painted by Raphael in The School of Athens.

At the same time, Michelangelo was the harbinger of chaos who wrote finito to the rationalist Renaissance. He precipitated the era of lurid color, flamboyant gesture, dramatic exaggeration, and highly personalized style called Mannerism, sometimes (implausibly) defined as “in the manner of Michelangelo.” He was in many ways the first modern artist: the first Romantic, the first Expressionist, the proto-founder of a score of different schools. He was the first artistic superstar, in an age when artists were just beginning to discover the fruits and burdens of celebrity. He remains the only one whose merest jottings—his letters are concerned largely with money and petty family disputes—are subjected to repeated translation and the elaborate exegesis of both scholars and popular novelists. Even a pair of simple menus he jotted down one day are more often reproduced, and more familiar to the general public, than masterpieces by nearly every other Rennaissance artist. We can surmise his tastes were simple; we know that one day’s fare consisted of “one salad, four loaves of bread, two fennel soups, one herring, and one round pitcher,” presumably of wine. The accompanying sketches show he would have made a great menu artist.

His rare pronouncements on art were treated as oracular in his time, and still are in ours. When the genre of biography was just being revived, he was honored with three biographies in his lifetime. Other authors, most notably the irrepressible Portuguese painter and poseur Francisco de Holanda, recorded (or perhaps concocted) lengthy dialogues with Michelangelo in which the master casts wise pearls to his apostles.

The Francisco de Holandas of our time write press releases and situation comedies rather than pseudo-Platonic dialogues, but they still haven’t let off exploiting Michelangelo. If anything, they drop his name even more often, and just as self-servingly. “Michelangelo” has become a metabrand, a universal code for artistic achievement just as “Kleenex” is for paper tissue and “Xerox” for photocopies—with the added advantage that using “Michelangelo” indiscriminately won’t draw letters from his lawyers. He is the default example of excellence and the much-abused term “genius,” and not just in discussions of art.

His name serves as handy shorthand for writers celebrating virtuosity in any field, however mundane. Newspapers have lauded Olympic swimmers and runners, molecule-bending drug designers, a celebrated butcher, and an Indiana pumpkin carver as the Michelangelos of their professions.2 To call a certain $37,500 bicycle just a bicycle “would be like calling Michelangelo’s David just another sculpture.” 3 The marketing chief for the 76ers basketball team “works in the medium of bobbleheads and Beanie Babies the way Michelangelo worked in marble.”4 Still, the trope has a distinguished literary lineage: Marcel Proust described the family cook going “to the central market to get the best cuts of rump steak, beef shin, calves’ feet, like Michelangelo spending eight months in the mountains of Carrara choosing the most perfect blocks of marble for his monument to Julius II.”5



“CARRARA,” or (as it’s almost inevitably paired) “Carrara marble,” has become just as ubiquitous a metabrand, the emblem of luxury with a dash of Old World dignity and élan. In the electronic marketplace of ideas, stature is measured in online hits, and the Google search engine, when I last checked, turned up 47,400 references to “Carrara marble,” plus another 18,400 to its Italian equivalent—more than twice the total of the references to the three major American marbles (Georgia, Colorado, and Vermont). As press releases and newspaper puff pieces tell it, the counters in swank new Manhattan restaurants, the bathrooms aboard cruise ships, and the lobbies of new five-star hotels and class A office towers are never clad in mere marble; they’re done up in Carrara marble. Since marble comes from scores of places around the world, it’s a fair bet that much of this “Carrara marble” is about as Carrarese as a Starbucks triple-tall skinny vanilla latte is Italian—or at best it was cut and polished in Carrara after being quarried somewhere else.

This glamour is incongruous, because most of those who gush over luxurious Carrara marble would probably run for the nearest Hilton (or at least the nearest cute Tuscan expat haven) if they actually saw the town of Carrara. If you find anyone who appreciates the town itself, cleave to him or her, because you have found a friend with discernment, imagination, and adventurous spirit. The real Carrara is raw, rough-edged, and quirky. It is that anathema of guidebooks, an “industrial” community whose residents do something other than cater to tourists. Lock the doors, Myrtle, we’re heading for San Gimignano.

Likewise, many of those who blithely invoke Michelangelo’s name might be dismayed by a closer look, or an honest look, at him. The fascination with Michelangelo shows plaintively in the contortions that his scholarly disciples turn to deny or excuse aspects of his character that they find unseemly. For example, on four occasions, as a youth and young man and in middle and old age, he took flight when political turmoil, invading armies, or supposed Vatican rivals loomed in view. Once, in 1529, he even abandoned a position of high trust as chief of fortifications for his besieged city (though he later returned and resumed his post). These bouts of panic hardly jibe with the steadfast heroes he sculpted—David, Moses, The Defiant Captive, Brutus—or with the nonchalance he showed in the face of natural dangers, such as tumbling blocks of marble on the steep Apuan slopes. Nevertheless, Charles De Tolnay, the dean of Michelangelo’s many twentieth-century biographers and an indefatigable apologist for him, found an ennobling logic in these episodes: “These escapes are actually symptoms of a sense of responsibility for his genius which seems to be constantly present in Michelangelo. At the first indication of approaching danger, he takes to flight.”6

And then there is the thornier matter of Michelangelo’s sexuality, which one biographer after another has tried to present as sublimated and unconsummated (possible), nonexistent (implausible), or heterosexual (preposterous). Irving Stone’s novel The Agony and the Ecstasy, which has likely done more than all other books together to shape popular impressions of Michelangelo, gives him three female love interests, none well grounded in historical evidence: Lorenzo de’ Medici’s consumptive youngest daughter, with whom he mutually pines from puberty on; a Bolognese grandee’s ravishing mistress, who falls for him—squashed nose, bodily stench, and all; and a lady of the Roman night who gives him “the French sickness,” syphilis.7 Perhaps he got a discount as an employee of the Vatican, whose priests and visitors supported a booming fleshpot sector.

Luckily for Stone, novelists needn’t defend their presumptions. Biographers must, but the best argument the neo-Victorian advocates of a “manly” Michelangelo can muster is that he couldn’t possibly be an “invert” because no one who is could render such sensuous female figures as Eve in the Sistine ceiling’s Temptation panel, Dawn in the Medici Chapel, and the painted Leda.8 Michelangelo may indeed have used a female model for Eve (though she is incongruously brawny for a girl who was supposed to have been born yesterday). He certainly seems to have used one for Dawn, though her expression is anxious rather than beckoning; she is a conspicuously soft contrast to the wiry masculine figure, with saclike breasts hanging from taut pectorals, of her sister Night. But the Leda, known only through copies, is a twin to Night. And even if these few exceptions were alluring nymphs, they would still be far outnumbered by the innumerable beautiful male nudes Michelangelo carved, painted, and drew throughout his career, from the decidedly unbiblical youths lolling behind the Holy Family in his Doni Tondo tempera panel to the army of cavorting, contorted ignudi on the Sistine ceiling and the swooning, langorous figures of the marble Dying Captive and the charcoal Ganymede.

It is true that the unclothed body, even when enticingly formed, can be used to convey many ideas other than enticement: innocence, perfection, wisdom, freedom, pagan antiquity, even divinity. (Titian’s Sacred Love is nude, while his Profane Love is clothed.) But when Titian and Botticelli sought to convey such ideas, they painted female nudes. Michelangelo almost invariably, and obsessively, depicted idealized male figures. Two voluptuous female nudes do not a skirt chaser make.

Still, hard evidence is lacking. Unlike the roguish Benvenuto Cellini, Michelangelo was never prosecuted for sodomy, which was a crime in their day though common among the artistic and intellectual elite. Whatever we might surmise from the preoccupations of his art, the whisperings of his contemporaries, and his passionate correspondence with the dashing young courtier Tommaso de’ Cavalieri, we cannot know that he had homosexual relationships. We can know only to what objects his imagination ran, and not even all these, since he destroyed most of his private drawings. But the fact that we still speculate on his erotic affinities, and that there are those who concoct absurd “defenses” four centuries after his death, is one more proof of the power of the fruits of that imagination.



EVERY SCULPTOR AND PAINTER who has since tried to capture the human figure or soul has followed in Michelangelo’s wake—or fought to escape it. I’ve heard both an Iraqi-born sculptor in Seattle and a painter-turned-television documentary producer in Boston say it was Michelangelo who inspired them most of all, whose example gave them the courage to strike out as artists. His own strength never flagged—though he grumbled for five decades about the miseries of growing old—nor did his passion for working stone. Six days before he died, just shy of eighty-nine, he was chipping away at his last marble Pietà.

This passion extended to three other arts: disegno (deseigno in his day, a word that meant both drawing and design), which he saw as sculpture’s foundation; architecture, which he saw as its extension; and poetry. The last he pursued both avidly—leaving behind more than three hundred madrigals, sonnets, epitaphs, and unfinished fragments—and sculpturally, hammering out blunt, plaintive verses like figures in stone. But his passion did not extend to other arts, not even to other sculptural media. In nearly eight decades of work, he produced at least three hundred marble sculptures (many unfinished) and conceived or roughed out scores of others that he never managed to execute. At the same time, he is known to have executed just two bronze statues, one wooden crucifix, two finished easel paintings (one of which survives) and two unfinished ones, one snow statue (at the insistence of his rapscallion patron Piero de’ Medici), and four monumental frescoes. Two of those, the Sistine Chapel ceiling and The Last Judgment, are the most celebrated frescoes and arguably the greatest painting cycle ever undertaken. But he complained bitterly about having to paint them, insisting that painting “is not my profession.” He would say the same of architectural projects.

Such demurrals may have been self-serving—a stratagem to lower expectations and make his eventual achievements seem all the more miraculous—but the fact that he made the claim most plaintively to his father, to whom he had nothing to prove, suggests that it was on at least some occasions heartfelt.9 Coerced, cajoled, and lured by his own ambition into unfamiliar media that he mastered in spite of himself, he lamented in the chords of exile his banishment from his true medium, and from the marble mountain that supplied that medium in such abundance.

Perhaps he could not return there, but I could, and I decided to retrace his steps, and trace the part that mountain’s celebrated stone played in the creation not just of some of the greatest works of art ever shaped by human hands, but of our essential models of beauty, order, and civilization.
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CHAPTER 1
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PIETRA VIVA
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LIFE HAS GROWN FROM THE ROCK AND STILL RESTS UPON IT; BECAUSE MEN HAVE LEFT IT FAR BEHIND, THEY ARE ABLE CONSCIOUSLY TO TURN BACK TO IT. WE DO TURN BACK, FOR IT HAS KEPT SOME HOLD OVER US.

JACQUETTA HAWKES, A Land

THE MOUNTAINS THAT HANG like a theatrical backdrop behind the town of Carrara form what is surely the largest trompe l’oeil effect ever shaped by human hands. You may come upon them from the south, from Pisa and Livorno and the earnest flatlands of the Arno delta, riding the train or driving the ancient Via Aurelia or the new autostrada. Or you’ll follow the narrow coastal corridor from Genoa and La Spezia and the terraced villages of the Cinque Terre. You may stray onto a side road lined, like backroads everywhere in Italy, with household gardens and little farms, and view the peaks through an improbable scrim of semitropical palms, limes, and pomegranates. At Carrara you’ll see a break in the hills and a narrow valley, speckled with the red roofs of the town, pushing up into the mountains like a wedge. Or a chisel.

As the numbers tell it, these Alpi Apuane are modest: the tallest, Monte Pisanino, stands only 1,946 meters (6,385 feet) high. But perception lies in the context; the Apuan Alps jut rudely toward the sea, jamming like a boot into the long coastal plane that rolls all the way south to Naples, and shoot up impossibly straight and sheer from near sea level. Nature made these peaks steep, and human labors have made them steeper still. And they gleam, white like Rainier or the Matter-horn, even in summer, when snow is no more thinkable here than it would be in Bangkok. Down their slopes, as though about to engulf the city at their feet, stream glaciers of an even brighter white.
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Carrara, with the marble glaciers and Apuan Alps behind and the Castello di Moneta to the left.

This “snow” follows the eighteen-mile ridge of the Apuan Alps, essentially an enormous fissured block of marble. The valleys and foothills and most of the lower slopes are skinned over with dirt, brambles, chestnut trees, and the occasional picturesque village, but the higher, steeper reaches stand as stark and white as the walls of an ancient temple, or a statue in a piazza. They form a sort of negative image: if these were your usual snow-covered granite mountains, their steepest faces would be bare rock. It is a spectacle that does not cease to amaze, even when you see it every day, on your way to buy bread and drink coffee: exhilarating, baffling, alarming by turns. This is not the cozy Tuscany so beloved of writers, tourism promoters, and wealthy retirees. It is its own land, brooding and hard but intoxicated with art, steeped in tradition and yet as unstable as a landslide. “It’s never the same,” a shop owner named Oreste Morescalchi muses one day as he lolls outside his little gallery, appropriately named Pietra Viva (Living Stone), in Carrara’s centro storico, gazing at the slice of Apuan silhouette that appears between a break in the medieval buildings. People everywhere say that about their locales, but here they can prove it empirically; Morescalchi is charting the progress of the quarrymen, the cavatori, who are cutting and reshaping the mountains even as we speak. The spectacle is at once ghastly and beautiful. “It’s horrible what we’re doing to the mountains,” says Mario Venutelli, who heads the Carrara chapter of the history and conservation society Italia Nostra. “There are twenty unique varieties of orchid growing up there, and look what we’re doing!”

These little big mountains loom behind every vista in Carrara, framed by the now decaying palaces of the quarry owners who grew rich off them, by the incongruous palms, by the many marble monuments and heroic statues—chips off the old block—that speckle the city. They play tricks with your senses of scale and perspective. The spectacle overwhelmed Michelangelo Buonarroti, a man not ordinarily taken with the marvels of nonhuman nature, and inspired a vision that dwarfed even his usual ambitions. Breathing the high air as he tramped up and down seeking the right stone for his art, he dreamed of carving the marble mountaintop itself into a personal Mount Rushmore, four centuries before power tools made such projects feasible. He never attempted such a grandiose project. But after his first visit to the marble mountains, this artist who had before produced only ordinary sized works began undertaking enormous projects—the David, the tomb of Pope Julius II, the Sistine Chapel ceiling, the Church of San Lorenzo façade—such as had never been seen before. In the marble mountains above Carrara, he learned to think big.

The Carrarese tell various tales to explain how all this marble came to be here. I heard one from Don Raffaello Monsantini, monsignore of Carrara’s Duomo di Sant’Andrea. It seems God had almost finished making the world when he grew tired. He called two angels, one smart and one not, and directed them to finish the last remaining chore: to take sacks of ore, granite, marble, and other mountain-building materials and spread them evenly over the Italian peninsula. “I’ll start at Venice and make the Alps,” the clever angel told the dunce. “You start at Genoa and make the Apennines.” But the dumb angel dozed off at the first beach he found, below what’s now Carrara. Waking in a panic, he dropped all his marble in a heap and slunk back to Heaven. “What have you done with all that precious marble?” God thundered, but then He smiled. “This may not be so bad after all. Now artists will come from all over the world and make sculptures for me.”



AS MINERALS GO, marble is nothing special. It occurs in scores of places around the world—most commonly along the Mediterranean rim, but also in France, Belgium, Brazil, China, and India, and in the American states of Georgia, Colorado, and Vermont. But nowhere is it so concentrated as in the Apuan Alps—an eighty-square-mile oval bed of unusually pure calcium carbonate a quarter-mile or more thick, a quarter of it thrusting right through to the surface. Ordinarily, quarrying is a superficial business: the beds lie beneath the hills or plains, and the quarriers dig them up, in a sort of strip or pit mining. The Apuan Alps present more varied and dramatic challenges: the same continental collisions that provided the gigantic hot press needed to form this stone also tossed it up in a precipitous, jagged jumble of peaks and valleys; blink and you can think you’re in the North Cascades, the youngest, steepest peaks in forty-eight U.S. states. To get the good stone from such forbidding terrain, the quarriers have tunneled beneath the mountains and dug out underground gallerie the size of stadiums; peeled them away from bottom to top; holed them like Swiss cheese; scraped and penetrated them from every side. In the old days, before heavy trucks and steam shovels and front loaders, this work precipitated the evolution of a whole set of daredevil specialists: minatori, experts at setting explosive mines to tear away what they did not pulverize of the mountain’s marble skin; tecchiaioli, human flies who, with simple ropes wrapped around their waists, would descend the sheer quarry faces with heavy steel bars to knock away the outcrops and residual clutter that might otherwise fall and brain their comrades; lizzatori, sled men who could ease nearly thirty tons of marble strapped on rough wooden runners down rubbled sixty-degree chutes; and mollatori, masters at playing out the ropes and cables on which their comrades’ lives depended. The danger and the proud specialization of these jobs shaped a culture that still sets Carrara apart from the rest of the world—and, it often seems, from ordinary reality.

Even some of its streets, and many more downtown sidewalks, are paved with smooth bianco di Carrara marble, a welcome respite for the feet after the rough cobblestones of Florence. Surplus blocks, each hand-squared in a honeycomb pattern of chisel marks, fill extra spaces in Carrara’s rough stone walls. The Torrente Carrione, which runs—sometimes a trickle and sometimes a fearsome flood—from the cave through the city’s heart, is a watery museum of quarry waste. Incongruous white chips and pebbles and, after a surge, small boulders cover its bed and sometimes yield treasures. Robert Gove, an American sculptor who has lived monkishly in Carrara for more than thirty years, laboriously shaping and polishing exquisitely refined abstract forms, hardly needs to buy his stone (a good thing, since he has a hard time finishing sculptures to his satisfaction and putting them up for sale). He finds it in the streambed. He also finds half-worked pieces, cutout negative forms, and stones of indecipherable provenance but of such wise balance you’d think some neo-Constructivist mountain troll had taken a chisel to them. His rough but spacious studio and the yard outside it had become a shrine to the stone and a museum of found marble art, whose gritty surfaces set off the polished arcs and ripples of his own work.

Gove is not the only one. Everybody who works with marble seems to have the soul of a rock hound, to be a scrounger and a collector; the entry to the bustling stone yard of Barattini Marmi, also known as Cave Michelangelo, one of Carrara’s larger marble companies, is lined with Roman trophies. But it’s from Gove that I catch the vice. After I leave his studio, I find my eyes straying over the stones in the ditches along the road; I cannot cross any of the endless bridges over the Carrione and the tributaries that wind like noodles through the town without peering over, hoping for some lapidary masterpiece in the rough. Occasionally I give in, at one of the rare unfenced accesses to the streams, and scrounge the banks and channels. The closest thing to a treasure I can find is a river-worn chunk of bianco, thickly grown with algae and inscribed with two cryptic symbols, like a beehive or an arched window with double mullions, which I found on my first try. Since then, I’ve accumulated curiosities, mill ends gashed by saw blades and drilled half through. They fill the windowsill and spill onto the desk and floor. I pretend they are here to serve as bookends and candleholders, and idle away my time tracing their grain and wear and crystal structures.
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Sawmills once lined the marble-littered Carrione on its course through Carrara.

NOT ALL MARBLE is created equal. Tinted with iron, manganese, and other impurities, it takes on nearly every color of the spectrum, from earthy tan and buff to smoky gray, extravagant green, gold, maroon, black, and even purple, flecked and mottled and striated in patterns human minds could not conceive and human hands strive forever to imitate. Untainted, however, marble is white—sometimes surpassingly so. There, the purest marble of all, unblemished statuario, often extracted by tunneling along elusive underground veins, stands at the top of a castelike international classification system. Such classifications are a matter not just of mineralogical convenience but of national pride. Some Georgia and Colorado marbles are at least as white as Carrara stone, and those from the Greek islands of Naxos and Paros are even whiter—a deathly, unmodulated (and, in the case of Naxos, lightly bluish gray) white, like skim milk. But whiteness is not all; pure-looking stone may be too soft and friable, or shot through with hard quartz crystals that make it brittle and obdurate. And even fine Parian stone lacks the translucence that makes Carrara’s seem alive.

Again and again, other countries and regions have tried to shake the Carrara habit and develop their own marble quarries, for reasons both patriotic and practical. But the results have often been disappointing. Florence resolved in the fourteenth century to exploit the quarries at Campiglia in southwest Tuscany, but soon dropped the idea. Later, it ordered the reluctant Michelangelo Buonarroti to build roads and open new quarries near Seravezza, but these eventually languished while Carrara continued to prosper. When the American sculptor Daniel Chester French designed the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., he and his Italian carvers were obliged to use coarse-grained marble from Pickens County, Georgia, for Honest Abe, under a memorial dome of Colorado Yule stone. But given a choice, French and other American sculptors preferred Carrara bianco.1 Yule and one other American quarry, Danby in Vermont, can produce statuary marble as good as Carrara’s best. But the supply and size of Imperial Danby blocks is severely limited, and inexperienced operators have hurt the Yule Quarry’s reputation by selling carelessly cut and graded blocks. The most notorious example is the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the United States’ most hallowed monument, carved in Yule marble in 1931. It cracked in 1940, and the crack has since spread all the way through it. The next year the quarry shut down.2

Amid such debacles, Carrara’s stone remains the world standard for workability and durability, and the Apuan Alps the motherlode—the site of what are still the largest and finest marble quarries in the world. The people of Carrara—the carraresi, in Italian, or carrarini, in local dialect—have told many stories about how the stone came to be and how it has shaped their lives. One is a fable remembered by old-timers still alive today and recorded by an indefatigable local historian and folklorist named Beniamino Gemignani, a cavatore’s son who told me he “did not want to be the last one to hear these stories” and so began taking them down.3

“Our mountains were not always as we see them today,” the fable begins. Once they were covered with great forests and pastures, an Edenic garden blissfully placed midway between the icy clouds of the great heights and the fog of the plain. Below the mountains lay another, underground world of caverns and tunnels, and below that dwelt the “monster of monsters,” a creature so dreadful it scared even itself. And so it dwelt always in darkness, emerging only to seize fresh prey.

Atop the mountains, in the scenic glen of Campocecina, lived a young shepherd and shepherdess, giddily in love. She was pregnant with their first child, and he insisted she stay in the cottage and rest. One day he returned to find her gone, then spotted the cave monster’s enormous footprints and knew she’d been abducted. He roused his fellow shepherds, and they traced the path to the grotto that led to the monster’s lair. The others feared to proceed, knowing the search was hopeless, but the grieving swain could not give up. He gathered rope, ax, and torches and plunged into the cavern. The tunnel went on, until his rope ran out, his torches burned out, and he was lost in the darkness. He called to his wife and heard her call back faintly, but could not see her. The monster, however, found him, and was poised to strike when “a great light grew and spread throughout the belly of the mountain, white, clean, beautiful, and good for good eyes but unbearable for the monster.” Blinded, the beast stumbled and fell into the Stygian depths, and the mysterious light lit the lovers’ way back to safety—“a petrified light that men would call marble.” The moral of the tale, as I heard it told by someone else in Carrara: “Marble lights the way of love.”

Man had discovered marble—or rather, the marble had found him. Cold stone had become a living presence, a subterranean angel leading humankind out of darkness.
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MICHELANGELO also touched on the notion of illumination hidden within the stone, in the best known of the more than eighty sonnets (and three hundred poems in various forms) that he left behind:

The finest artist can’t conceive a thought


that the marble itself does not bind


within its shell, waiting to be brought


out by the hand that serves the artist’s mind.4


This verse immensely impressed and intrigued Michelangelo’s peers, as it has later generations; soon after it was disseminated the humanist scholar Benedetto Varchi devoted two lectures to its interpretation. It propounds an appealing image, at once grandiose, nonchalant, self-deprecating, and, for those who take it as a literal description of Michelangelo’s technique, terribly misleading: the artist as revealer rather than maker, midwife rather than creator, the modest servant of a nature ensconced in stone. Rather than imposing his will upon the marble, he draws out the life incubated in it. This suggests a paradoxical balance between willful design and spontaneous discovery: the concetto (concept) is bound within the stone, but the intelletto (intellect) guides the hand in drawing it out. It is the same paradox that underlies the conception of knowledge outlined in Plato’s dialogue Meno: all learning is actually remembering, and all knowledge resides in a potential state within each soul.

Neoplatonism, a philosophical school that arose in Alexandria in the second and third centuries C.E., took Plato’s doctrines to a new, mystical level, holding that individual souls are emanations of a universal World Soul and ultimately of the indescribable, all-embracing One. Neoplatonist teachings were rife in Michelangelo’s Florence, especially in the home-cum-academy of Lorenzo de’ Medici, where he spent several formative years; they inform his art and permeate his thinking, in particular his ideas about the meaning and mystery hidden within the stone. They were not the only intellectual influence he encountered there; a stew of philosophies bubbled in the Medicean cauldron, from Aristotelian logic to the esoteric Jewish Kaballah. But none held more sway than the third-century Neoplatonist mystic Plotinus, whom Florence’s humanists saw as a bridge between classical philosophy and biblical revelation. For Michelangelo, Plotinus was an especially apt inspiration, a philosopher who upheld the sculptor’s art—“taking away”—as a model of spiritual self-perfection. To the question “How can one see the beauty of a good soul?” Plotinus replied,

Withdraw into yourself and look. If you do not as yet see beauty within you, do as does the sculptor of a statue that is to be beautified: he cuts away here, he smooths it there, he makes this line lighter, this other one purer, until he disengages beautiful lineaments in the marble. Do you this, too. Cut away all that is excessive, straighten all that is crooked, bring light to all that is overcast, labor to make all one radiance of beauty. Never cease “working at the statue.”5


Thus we become our own statues, and our life’s work is to pare away the dross and reach the virtuous form within. These were heady notions for an impressionable adolescent to imbibe—ideas he might scarcely understand at the time, but that would root in his mind, set out buds in his art, and blossom in his poetry.

The ideas Michelangelo expressed also strangely match those of the stone-quarrying cavatori and stone-carving scarpellini of Carrara. Though they lack even his smattering of classical education, they have derived their own notions of pietra viva, “living stone,” from the stone itself. They speak both of finding life in it and putting life into it: “È una bella cosa, to make a beautiful piece of marble live,” says Eugenio Dell’Amico, an ebullient fellow with an Errol Flynn mustache who operates a vast underground quarry, a thousand feet deep inside Carrara’s Monte Torrione. Officially it’s named Galleria Ravaccione, but everyone calls it “la galleria di Carlòn,” (Big Carl’s cavern) after Eugenio’s father, who gambled everything he had to excavate it. Now Big Carl’s son spends his days amidst roaring machines and dripping springs in sawn-out subterranean chambers the size of stadiums, and never loses his delight in the stone. “It’s a beautiful work.”

Marble is not a uniform mass, the same in all directions. As Dell’Amico says, “It’s like the trunk of a tree”: it has three venature, or grains, which everyone who works it seriously comes to know like “up” and “down.” The straightest, smoothest, and easiest to cut is the verso, which corresponds to the radiating grain of a tree trunk along which wood splits. The contro is wavier and tougher, corresponding to a tree’s concentric rings. And the secondo runs perpendicular to the others, like a crosscut. “Each piece has its venatura, its structure, its character,” explains master carver Vittorio Bizzarri. “You have to know which is the good grain, and follow it.” High-power tools can hack through marble as through wood, regardless of grain, but this sacrifices beauty, durability, and something else. “You can’t just hit it,” says Susanne Paucker, a young German sculptor in Carrara. “The marble has a spirit, and you have to respect that. It’s your enemy, and your friend.”



IN 1820 A Carrarese pharmacist-turned-geologist, Emanuele Repetti, published the first full-scale study of the Apuan mountains; even today, he is regarded as a cultural patriarch, along with Dante Alighieri and Gabriele d’Annunzio, both of whom spent brief but significant periods here, and of course Michelangelo. Repetti describes the local landforms and minerals according to the best earth science of the day, but he also recounts some extraordinary beliefs among the cavatori. One, which he quotes from an earlier observer, is prescient of the modern geologic understanding of how mountains form and erode: “Only the ignorant believe, because they do not see them move, that the mountains are constantly and entirely inert. The rest are certain that motion resides within these mountains [and] that they produce secretions and excretions and are, like organic bodies, involved in perpetual destruction and reproduction.”6

The cavatori, however, believed this stony cycle of birth and decay was much faster than geologists now know it to be. They saw the mountains as living bodies, whose elements circulated in a network of veins (the same word is used, in Italian as in English, to describe blood and stone). The master veins were the madrimacchie, “mother marks,” (madre macchie in modern orthography), which frame what we would call the motherlode. Over long periods, the madrimacchie could “attenuate, absorb, and extinguish” the lesser, metallic veins “by the force of their greater molecular attraction.” The cavatori knew to trace the progress of these master veins, because the marble found between them would be well drained and “of the highest grade of neatness and purity.” But if the madrimacchie were not good—if the distance to them was too great or the circulation too weak—then the marble would be polluted, or as the cavatori would say, “not yet purged.” Give it time, and it would be.7

Repetti cites a wealthy quarry owner who told him that one mass of marble, “ashen and dirty and stained, almost greasy-looking,” had been partially excavated, then abandoned for forty years at the Poggio Silvestro quarry. When it was finally extracted, it had lost all its defects and become “a fresh block, purged and clear like the most beautiful statuario.” Repetti withholds endorsing or dismissing such claims. He merely notes that “marble quarriers, like miners, have a language of their own, which naturalists should study and ponder…. Chemistry and metallurgy have not yet devised equivalent expressions to explain nature’s hidden mysteries.”8

As late as the 1980s, a researcher reported hearing cavatori talk about this “regeneration” of marble, which they viewed as a “renewable resource.”9 Perhaps views have changed—the nature of quarry work and the number of people doing it certainly have, and the old guys who shaped and hauled the stone with their hands, and knew it as only those who do so can know it, are mostly dead or pensionati. Some of those I put the questions to—“Does the marble grow back? Does it purge its impurities?”—just laughed or looked at me like I was nuts. But when I put the question around a table in a little bar in the ancient quarry village of Bedizzano, it started a debate.

“Yes, the marble regenerates,” said one retired cavatore. “But it takes thousands of years.”

“Not thousands,” snorted one of his mates, who had a better sense of geological time if not of mineralogical processes. “Millions of years.”

These ideas still seem to underlie their views of the marble lode. They scoff at suggestions that the resource, or at least the stone that can be extracted without undue human risk or environmental damage, might be finite: how could Carrara, the marble heartland, ever run out of marble? To some extent this is the instinctive, self-protective view of all workers in extractive economies, especially those whose fathers and grandfathers and their grandfathers worked in the same economy; loggers in the ancient forests of the Pacific Northwest and fishermen on the North Atlantic cod banks likewise could not imagine that their mainstays could ever run out. But this view also reflects the particular passion that marble excites in those who work it—and not just the cavatori who undertake the first stage in its extraction and transformation. It is the sense of life, or something like it, within the stone.



PIETRA VIVA, living stone, is a concept that resonates deeply and widely in Italian culture. At its most mundane, it means the rough, uncut stone used to build castles and farmhouses—a selling point, redolent of tradition and permanence, in real estate ads. For the cavatori, scarpellini, and scultori it meant fresh, vivacious stone newly cut from the mountain, still dense and resilient, with its crystals still twinkling and translucent, before the marble “sap” drains from it and it becomes cotto, “cooked,” brittle and breakable; in old Florence, sculptors were called “masters of la pietra viva.”10 And at its most exalted, pietra viva is the invocation sounded by Saint Peter, the rock on which Jesus built his church: “So come to him, our living Stone—the stone rejected by men but choice and precious in the sight of God. Come, and let yourselves be built, as living stones, into a spiritual temple.”11

Somewhere between lies the mystery that Michelangelo evokes in another verse, dedicated to the friend and muse of his later years, Vittoria Colonna:

Only through a living stone


Does art allow this countenance


To live on despite the years.12


The conceit seems odd, since Michelangelo famously scorned making likenesses of particular persons, save when he savagely caricatured a prudish papal aide who had assailed him for painting nudes in The Last Judgment and consigned the hapless bluenose to hell. When other kibbitzers complained that two funereal statues did not resemble their subjects, he replied, So what? It would not matter in a thousand years—which gives an idea of the posterity he looked forward to. When Michelangelo spoke of capturing the volto, a less common and more nuanced word for “face” than the straightforward faccia, he meant it in the sense of the expression rivelare suo vero volto, “to reveal one’s true nature.” And that is just what he set out to do: to reveal in stone the inner self that is masked by flesh and dissemblance.

It is a sort of transubstantiation mystery, this paradox of life captured in stone. At one end it recalls the cautionary tales of Medusa’s victims and Lot’s wife, and various macabre modern films and stories—of living persons turned to stone through their own vanity and folly. At the other it is the Pygmalion myth, cold stone brought to warm life through the sculptor’s surpassing skill and love. These twin mythic tropes run like a vein of marble through the landscape of ancient stories.

In another verse, Michelangelo imagines himself as a Pygmalion:

I believe, if you were made of rocks,


I would love you with such faith that I


Could make you run to me.13


With this conceit he plays with the notion of becoming like God himself (or like Plotinus’s World Soul emanating from the universal Intelligence), infusing life into stony inert matter, which then turns back to contemplate the divine source.

This myth had a raunchy parallel; the sculptor’s gift that inspired purifying contemplation could also arouse desperate passion. The Roman encyclopedist Pliny, never one to let an eyebrow-raising tale go untold, recounts that the Venus carved at Cnidus by the great Greek sculptor Praxiteles seemed so lifelike “that a man once fell in love with it and hiding by night embraced it, and that a stain betrays this lustful act.” The Cupid that Praxiteles carved at Parium suffered likewise when “Alcetas, a man from Rhodes, fell in love with it and left upon it a similar mark of his passion.”14

Anyone so susceptible to marble’s allures should stay away from Carrara. The town is drunk on stone, decked with monuments, statues, and carved plaques executed at every level of accomplishment and dedicated to every conceivable ideology, from Fascism to anarchism to colonialism to workers’ rights to kitsch eroticism. A life-size Venus by Aldo Buttini greets every motorist approaching Carrara’s downtown. At a dramatic fork in the road, she stands—or rather strips—in coy contrapposto atop a fountain whose spigots are wolves’ heads, while a ring of putti gambol around her. With no pretensions to moral uplift, patriotic import, or allegoric significance, she is as cheerfully uninhibited a nude as ever graced a public site. A few blocks away, behind City Hall, a 1930s-vintage sculptural assemblage blends Fascism, colonialism, and cheesecake in an unsettling package: a young, nude African woman, carved from dark gray bardiglio, stands atop a fountain, framed by reliefs in bianco venato depicting various industrial and agricultural activities—all to celebrate Italy’s conquest of Ethiopia, the last free nation in black Africa, and the civilized blessings that would bring. That motive is now forgotten, and locals call the statue simply “la nera.”
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Carrara’s marble basins circa 1820.

Divine effigies, civic cheesecake, and inspirational monuments are only three of marble’s essential applications. Gravestones and funerary monuments are the most widespread use of carved marble, and the mainstay of many of Carrara’s workshops; Eros and Thanatos meet in the stone. In this country, we prefer to honor the dead with granite, which is much harder and usually more durable.15 Granite is also darker—even shiny jet black, a favored memorial stone—and lends a grim, imposing, and, well, funereal cast. But there is a reassuring, hopeful look to the endless rows and walls of warm white marble memorials in an Italian camposanto—an intimation of eternal light rather than everlasting darkness. The difference in stone goes far to explain the relative cheeriness of an Italian churchyard, or cimetero, compared to an English or American. The effect is augmented by the portrait cameos of the deceased commonly affixed to their stones, and the personal touches carved on some. A bas-relief tank for a soldier killed at Tobruk, a foundering ship for a capsized serviceman—these oddly delicate flourishes on tombstones in Carrara’s sprawling Marcognano cemetery serve to neutralize the wartime tragedies they commemorate. All these seem more celebrations of the once-living than reminders of mortality. Death and life also meet in la pietra viva.



IT IS NOT SURPRISING that marble should seem alive; once upon a time, it was. All the world’s marble formed on the backs of trillions of marine invertebrates that plied the seas and sediments over the course of a billion years or so. Their shells piled up and packed together, forming the sedimentary rocks limestone and dolomite—calcium carbonate and calcium magnesium carbonate, respectively. Over the geologic ages, cycles of pressure and heat packed these chalks into a crystalline form that polishes rather than powders when it is rubbed. Dowdy limestone and dolomite were transformed into elegant marble.

Two hundred million years ago, at the eastern edge of the great mother continent, called Pangaea, the warm, shallow Tethys Sea covered what would become the Mediterranean region, nurturing an enormous mass of living creatures and an enormous accumulation of calcium carbonate shells. As continents drifted, split, merged, and grew, the Tethys Sea was squeezed into ever-smaller peripheral pockets, where sea life lingered and seashells piled up deeper and deeper. One such pocket was the Ligurian Basin, which endured until a scant 12 million years ago, when the island of Corsica came sailing (at geologic speed) into it. Plates crashed and seized and ground together. The deep Ligurian limestone beds were squeezed and baked into an enormous loaf of marble. Further tectonic thrusts shoved this loaf up above the endemic sandstone of the Tuscan Nappe, forming the Apuan Alps—and the marble mountain was born.

Reborn as stone, once-living shells again become vessels of life—life simulated and transmuted through the artist’s hand.






CHAPTER 2
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THE SCULPTOR IN THE GARDEN
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From the high mountains and from a vast ravine,


enclosed and hidden within a great rock,


I came down to suffer in this low place


against my will, in such a tiny stone.

MICHELANGELO, VERSE FRAGMENT, CA. 1547-1550

STONE WAS MICHELANGELO’S first and most enduring attachment, the one that he jokingly—but not facetiously—claimed to have imbibed not merely like mother’s milk but with it, and that he returned to again and again until the end of his long life. When human relationships left him feeling burdened, vexed, or abandoned, he turned to cold, obdurate marble, seeking a hopeless union.

The other members of his family, a Florentine merchant clan that claimed noble descent but had fallen into genteel poverty, showed no particular interest in sculpture or any other art—nor much aptitude for any other sort of work. Shortly before Michelangelo was born, however, his father, Lodovico di Buonarrota Simoni, received a six-month appointment (the Florentines, ever fearful of dynasties, applied narrow term limits) as podestà, magistrate-cum-mayor, of the township of Chiusi and Caprese. Today it’s called Caprese Michelangelo; it lies southeast of Florence in the province of Arezzo. This is rugged, hilly country, remote even today, and the ride there must have been grueling for a mother nearing her term. Perhaps it was that journey and the return to Florence soon after, or bearing three more sons in quick succession, that wore out Lodovico’s wife, Francesca. She was unable to nurse Michelangelo, and he was sent out to a wet nurse—the wife of a stonecutter and the daughter of another—in the quarrying village of Settignano, a few miles northeast of Florence, where his family owned a small farm. His mother died when he was six years old, and his stepmother (his father soon remarried) six years later. He scarcely knew them, and never mentioned them in his correspondence or verse, nor in the authorized biography written by his acolyte and amanuensis Ascanio Condivi.

He did, however, recall his wet nurse, in a yarn he told both Condivi and his other worshipful contemporary biographer, the painter, courtier, and seminal art historian Giorgio Vasari. The latter’s version includes a touch of flattery for its Arezzo-born author, who recounts how Michelangelo told him, “Giorgio, if there is any talent in me, it comes from being born in the pure air of your Arezzo countryside, and also because I took in with my nursemaid’s milk the chisels and hammer with which I make my figures.”

With clues like that, it’s not surprising that psychoanalysts from Freud on have found Michelangelo an irresistible subject—nor that they tend to make more of his familial influences than do art historians, who look for influence in artistic lineages. Dr. Robert S. Liebert, in a “psychoanalytic study” of Michelangelo’s life and art, argues that the “cold and stonelike” Mother Mary in his earliest surviving sculpture, the Madonna of the Stairs, “represents the fused image of Michelangelo’s wet-nurse and natural mother, both of whom were forever lost to him. The yearning to recapture the lost sense of well-being in a symbiotic union with the breast remained an intense moving force within Michelangelo, as is indicated by the wet-nurse anecdotes in Condivi and Vasari.”1 That may sound like psychoanalytic self-parody, but the doctor is onto something. Not only the Madonna of the Stairs but nearly all Michelangelo’s sculpted Madonnas with-child sculptures seem curiously remote, ambivalent, and disengaged. These are not the doting young mothers of Raphael’s and Filippo Lippi’s Madonna-and-child tableaux, nor the sorrowing Marys of Michelangelo’s own Pietàs, who gaze adoringly at their dead adult son. His Madonnas look away from or past their living infants. Even the vivacious, animated Mary in Michelangelo’s only surviving finished easel painting, the Doni Tondo, reaches toward her son with a distracted gaze and an ambiguous, contorted gesture: is she receiving him, or handing him off to Joseph?



THE WET-NURSE ANECDOTE is an origin myth propounded by Michelangelo himself—“a casual joke, but also said in earnest,” as Condivi puts it. It shows how central sculpture, specifically sculpture in stone, was to Michelangelo’s sense of who he was and what his purpose in life was.

Certainly Settignano did much to shape him, and to prepare him for his labors at Carrara. Today the town is a refuge for Florentine commuters, affording an appealing balance of suburban accessibility and rural tranquillity. Like them, the young Michelangelo would have beheld the cityscape stretched out below. He would have admired the two celebrated domes by Brunelleschi that cap it—the enormous one atop the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, which would inspire Michelangelo when he designed what he himself called a “bigger, but no more beautiful,” dome for Saint Peter’s Basilica, and the smaller one over the Church of San Lorenzo, where he would create his most haunting and elusive masterpiece. Brunelleschi’s example would loom always in his eyes, but the noise and bustle of the city—clattering carts and horses in his day, sputtering Vespas in ours—seem a thousand miles away from Settignano.

The quarries of Maiano, Monte Ceceri, and Trassinaia that were Settignano’s reason to be are closed now. But their legacy still hangs over the cornfields and pastures at Maiano, an easy hike on the westward path to Fiesole: artificial cliffs cut into the steep hills, still showing the outlines of the extracted blocks. This is not marble but humbler macigno, the greenish gray sandstone that was a main building block of Florence; Brunelleschi favored the elegant bluish variety called pietra serena in his church and portico designs. Virtually every Settignano family depended on the stone for sustenance and produced cavatori to extract it or scarpellini to shape it—as late as 1874, 181 of its 1,400-odd inhabitants were stone workers.2 Even before Michelangelo arrived, this little district was a seedbed of Italian sculpture. The greatest sculptors of the mid-to-late fifteenth century—until Michelangelo arrived—were sons of the macigno belt, named after their stony villages: Desiderio da Settignano and Benedetto da Maiano.



BY THE TIME he was ready to start school, Michelangelo had been brought from Settignano to live in his father’s house in the bustling lower-middle-class district of Santa Croce, just east of the Piazza della Signoria, where Florence’s civic and official life centered. But his ties to Settignano—or at least to its brotherhood of stone workers and quarrymen—lasted through his life. Three decades later, when he was forced to leave Carrara and urgently needed skilled hands to open new quarries and organize marble-working projects on an unprecedented scale, he turned to Settignano, and to families such as the Fan-celli, Bertini, and Lucchesini, whom he had known since childhood, to fill out his work crews.3

Given these enduring connections, and considering all that Settignano offered a nascent sculptor, it seems scarcely an exaggeration for Michelangelo to boast that he was suckled on stone carving. But who nurtured his talent after that? As Vasari tells it, no one, not even some kindly old Settignano carver who might have shown him how to swing a hammer: until he made his first teenage stab at stone carving and amazed no less a connoisseur than Lorenzo de’ Medici himself, “he had never before touched marble or chisels.” Actually, Vasari, ever the ingenious mythmaker and servant of Michelangelo’s self-mythologizing, tries to have it three different ways: He roots Michelangelo in the picturesque stone-carving culture of Settignano. He suggests that his genius was something innate, springing forth fully formed like Athena out of Zeus’s head. And with his usual eye on the main chance, he credits his own patron’s family, the Medici, with incubating this genius in an idyllic sculpture-garden art academy.

All these explanations are partly true, but all must be weighed with a skepticism often lacking in popular biographies, which tend to take Vasari’s and Condivi’s accounts at face value. The known facts about Michelangelo’s childhood are painfully thin, and suffused with the spin that he and Vasari put on them. But it seems probable that, growing up in a scarpellino’s household surrounded by stone workers, he got an early introduction to their tools and methods. He had certainly contracted an obsession all too familiar to some parents in every era: all he wanted to do was draw. He neglected his studies and attached himself to anyone who could help him learn more about the mysteries of line, shadow, and perspective. His father and uncles tried to beat the urge out of him, fearful that he’d shame their family by becoming an artist rather than entering a respectable trade (like selling wool, as his younger brothers would—though they would forever depend on his income from art). Had Lodovico di Buonarrota guessed that his second son would gravitate not just to art but to sculpture—a dusty, plebeian trade scarcely elevated above masonry—he might not have left him all those years with the Settignano stonecutters.

Lodovico finally gave up and apprenticed his incorrigibly artistic son to Domenico Ghirlandaio, one of the last and greatest of Florence’s quattrocento masters—and a leading exponent of a style and worldview that Michelangelo would blow away when he unveiled his Sistine Chapel ceiling twenty-four years later. Thirteen-year-old Michelangelo evidently showed unusual promise; rather than charging the usual fee for his training, Ghirlandaio contracted to pay him an escalating stipend, totaling twenty-four gold florins (about $3,600 today),4 for three years’ apprenticeship. What Michelangelo learned assisting in Ghirlandaio’s studio and on his large frescoes at the Church of Santa Maria Novella surely served him well when he took on the Sistine ceiling, despite all his demurrals then about being a novice at painting. But the relationship was a fraught one, at least in Michelangelo’s mind. He later put it out, through Condivi, that Ghirlandaio so “envied” his precocious gifts that he tried to appropriate his apprentice’s sketchbook, presumably to crib from it. Condivi (or Michelangelo via Condivi) adds that, contrary to claims by Ghirlandaio’s son that Michelangelo owed everything to Dad’s training, Ghirlandaio “actually gave him no assistance at all.”

This snub may seem ungracious, but it shows how wide the gulf was between Michelangelo’s art and his master’s. Ghirlandaio was the perfect artist for hire, “so loving his work,” writes Vasari, that he made his assistants take every commission that came in, “even if it were only painting hoops for women’s baskets,” rather than sending any customer away unsatisfied.5 His work was the epitome of late quattrocento bourgeois religious painting: at once refined and ingenuous, exquisitely composed and colored, with every cow in its proper manger, every detail of dress and landscape sharply rendered, saints and Madonnas showing the same delicate features and honey-colored hair as Botticelli’s pagan Venuses, and patrons cannily portrayed as pilgrims in the crowds. Disowning Ghirlandaio’s influence also represented a rejection of painting itself in favor of sculpture, and of the workshop system that Ghirlandaio exemplified. Michelangelo was never quite the Romantic lone wolf—a spartano, as the Carrarese call solitary freelance toilers in stone—that popular imagination casts him as. But throughout his life, even when he commanded a large workforce preparing huge, complex stone projects, he was proud to proclaim that he had never operated a bottega, a commercial workshop.

He had protégés and servants, colleagues and workmen, but not apprentices. And he left many patrons dissatisfied—not with what he produced but at what he failed to complete.



HALF A MILE NORTHWEST of Santa Maria Novella, the Florentine church where young Michelangelo labored for Ghirlandaio, sits a large building finished in rusticated brown pietra forte: the Medici or (as it’s now called) Medici Riccardi Palace. It is imposing but, in the usual quattrocento fashion, rather plain and unassuming; those who had wealth in republican Florence knew better than to taunt their neighbors with it. And the Medici certainly had it; in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, Giovanni di Bicci de’ Medici built up the most powerful bank in the world, thanks in large part to its management of the Catholic Church’s finances. His son Cosimo “the Elder” de’ Medici, Florence’s designated Pater Patriae, multiplied the family fortune and through a combination of patronage and steadiness became the effective, though self-effacing, ruler of Florence.

Cosimo established another Medici tradition that would figure greatly in Michelangelo’s life: the patronage of art and literature, including the founding of Italy’s first extensive public library and a latter day Platonic Academy with resident scholars supported by Cosimo. Cosimo’s grandson Lorenzo de’ Medici, who became head of the family and boss of the city in 1469, was better at spending than making money—a consummate politician, diplomat, art patron, and poet, even more ardent in his cultural pursuits than Cosimo had been.
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