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Introduction

THE POLITICS OF ART

When Michelangelo returned to Florence from Rome in the early spring
of 1501, he returned to a city that had not yet recovered from a profound
artistic crisis. The number of commissions for painting, sculpture and
architecture had been dropping for over half a decade; signs of recovery
were shimmering on the horizon, but a full restoration of a once glorious
artistic culture was not in sight. Many artists had fled the city to seek
economic refuge elsewhere, and with the deaths of Verrocchio in 1488,
Bertoldo in 1491, Domenico Ghirlandaio in 1494, Piero Pollaiuolo in 1496
and Antonio Pollaiuolo in 1498, it must have seemed like a certain era
had come to an abrupt end. That the last decade of the fifteenth century
in Florence witnessed the ceding of one artistic idiom to another in the
first decade of the next century is an idea familiar to us. It can be found
in Renaissance surveys from Heinrich Wolfflin to the present but was, of
course, really born in Vasari’s Vite, where the years around 1500 mark
the transition from the Second to the Third Eta.

Michelangelo often features as the protagonist in these histories. In
the pre-dominant writing of our field, he is seen almost single-handedly
transforming the styles of representation practiced by a past generation
of Florentine artists, inaugurating the era we now call the High
Renaissance. And although recent writing makes an effort to deconstruct
the artist’'s dominance in our definition of sixteenth-century painting,!
the focus on Michelangelo, at the cost of other practicing artists of the
period — save, perhaps, for Leonardo and Raphael — is one that finds

! Franklin. Unless otherwise attributed, translations are my own.
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some historical validation: his name features prominently in
contemporary chronicles, histories of the city and family, in ricordi and
ricordanze.

In contrast to the image of the socially disengaged artist we
encounter in modern accounts of the stylistic revolution of the early
sixteenth century, where that revolution is said to have occurred in spite
of the artist’s social world rather than because of it, Michelangelo’s
Florentine contemporaries saw him as a Florentine citizen whose
painting and sculpture formed an integral part of the city’s social and
political fabric. Michelangelo is mentioned in the midst of discussions of
Florentine politics, history, family business, wars, and the high politics of
international negotiations that marked the years around the turn of the
century. In 1509, in a digression from recording the politics of the day,
the chronicler Bartolommeo Cerretani paused to register Michelangelo’s
social identity: “In those times ... there was Michelangelo di Francesco
[sic] di Buonarroto Simone, citizen [ciptadino], who in sculpture made
many things, foremost a David of marble, 7 %2 braccia high, which they
placed on the ringhiera of the Signori in front of the door of the Palazzo
[della Signoria].” Cerretani understood Michelangelo’s work as a form of
social engagement, his name — family name and all — worthy of the
addendum “ciptadino.” Cerretani placed Michelangelo in civic life by
contrasting him with Leonardo da Vinci, an artist he places outside of
society. In the same account, he added that Leonardo “was not
legitimate.” That illegitimacy then becomes a symptom of a kind of work
ethic, a sign of Leonardo’s social disengagement: Michelangelo,
“citizen,” is said to have “worked more and well” than Leonardo
“illegitimate,” which is also why Michelangelo earned more than his
direct competitor.? For Cerretani, money served as a barometer for social
success.

2 Cerretani, Ricordi, ed. Berti, 212: “In questi tempi era due fiorentini primarii ed ecelentti in
ischoltura et pictura, I'uno de’ quali si chiamava L[eonar]do di ser Piero da Vinci, non era legiptimo,
stava col re di Francia a Milano e prima era stato chol signore Llodovi]co; tra l'altre ecelenti cose vi
fece un cenaculo molto celebrato; lavorava poco. L'altro era Michelagnolo di Franc(esc)o [sic] di
Bonaroto Simoni ciptadino, il quale in ischoltura fece molte cose, maxime uno Davit di marmo di
braccia 7 V2 che si pose in sulla ringhiera de’ signori avanti a la portta del palagio, et cosi in pitura, ed
era a Roma e dipigneva la capella di Sixto e faceva la sepultura di Iulio secondo, vivente esso, che
v'andava 72 fighure al naturale di marmo c[iJoé e 12 apostoli e molte altre cose. Et ghuadagnavano
assai ma pint Michelagnolo perché lavorava piu e bene, ed io molte volte parlai loro e vidigli lavorare.”

2
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This book argues that the works Michelangelo produced in
Florence in the half decade after 1501 engaged with the function of art in
Florentine society, at a moment when the dominance of painting and
sculpture in communicating and representing religious and political
beliefs had lost much of its former self-evidence. The seven years prior to
Michelangelo’s return witnessed an unprecedented decline in
commissions for art and the organized burning of existing paintings and
sculptures, claiming the works of stellar artists like Donatello and
Botticelli among the casualties.? Artists who did stay in Florence in these
years, such as Perugino, Piero di Cosimo and the Ghirlandaio shop
headed by Davide, remained without documented commissions from
Florentine patrons. The years around Michelangelo’s relocation were
among the most benighted in the city’s cultural history; the silence in
Florentine workshops at the time must have stood in sharp contrast to
the booming artistic culture of the Quattrocento. When, in the early
summer of 1501, a French marshal asked the Florentine government for a
copy of an early-fifteenth-century bronze statue by Donatello in their
possession, the Florentines had to admit that “today there is a lack of
similar good masters.” They left the marshal’s request unfulfilled until
the next summer when Michelangelo was awarded the commission.* It
was a situation unthinkable a decade earlier, when Lorenzo de’ Medici

For the social problem of illegitimacy in Renaissance Florence, see Thomas Kuehn,
Illegitimacy in Renaissance Florence, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002.
Leonardo’s mother was indeed not his father’s legitimate wife; see Emil Moller, “Der
Geburtstag des Leonardo da Vinci,” Jahrbuch der Preussischen Kunstsammlungen 60 (1939), 71-
75.

3 For the bonfires, see Horst Bredekamp, “Renaissance Kultur als ‘Holle’: Savonarolas
Verbrennungen der Eitelkeiten,” in Bildersturm: Die Zerstorung des Kunstwerks, ed. Martin
Warnke, Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat, 1973, 41-64, and below.

* Gaye, 2: 54: “Noi abbiamo cercato di chi possa gittare una figura di Davit, come voi ricerchate per il
Maricial di Gies, e ci é hoggi charestia di simili buoni maestri; pure non si manchera di ogni
diligentia.” See Gaye, 2: 52, for the request of the French, made through the Florentine
ambassadors in France. At the time of the request, Michelangelo was probably in Siena. He
received the commission for the Piccolomini altar in the Sienese Duomo on May, 22, 1501. In
the final contract signed on June, 5, the artist promised to go to Siena to measure the altar;
see Harold R. Mancusi-Ungaro, Jr, Michelangelo: The Bruges Madonna and the Piccolomini Altar,
New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1967, 67. And he seems to have done so that
summer. On August, 16, he accepted the commission for the David, and there is no indication
that Michelangelo left the city while at work on that statue, finished in an incredibly short
time.
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sent Florentine artists all over Italy to work for his allies.> Tellingly,
when Leonardo da Vinci returned to Florence after an eighteen years
absence in 1500, he received no commissions, leaving the city again in
the early summer of 1501 to work for Cesare Borgia as a military
engineer.®

The devastating criticism launched against the culture of artists
and patrons by the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola from 1494 to
1498 has often been proposed as an explanation for the decline in artistic
commissions and the bonfires of 1497 and 1498. His critique seems
indeed to have functioned as a kind of catalyst for the crisis in Florentine
art at the end of the century. But Savonarola’s diatribes against current
artistic practice also formed part of more deeply cutting reconsiderations
of Florentine society, politics and culture, critiques that went far beyond
the preacher’s sphere of influence and continued almost a decade and a
half after his death in 1498. Artistic commissions only fully recovered in
1503, five years after the friar was executed.”

Cultural reappraisal resulted directly from the constitutional
change that came with the expulsion of the house of the Medici from
Florence on November 9, 1494. On that day, to the sound of the people
crying “popolo e liberta,” sixty years of political and cultural hegemony
under Cosimo “Il Vecchio,” his son Piero, grandson Lorenzo “II
Magnifico” and great-grandson Piero di Lorenzo came to an abrupt end.
Although modern scholarship demonstrates that the Medici had always
managed to maintain a careful balance between dynastic rule and
republican traditions, gradually re-forming the city’s republican system
to their own benefit without ever completely subjecting Florentine
government to their rule,® post-Medicean Florence announced the family
as pure tyrants and their stewardship as one of willful usurpation of

5 For instance, when Ludovico Sforza needed skilled artists to execute his famous bronze
horse, Lorenzo de” Medici supplied him with the necessary masters; see Laurie Fusco and
Gino Corti, “Lorenzo de’” Medici on the Sforza Monument,” Achademia Leonardi Vinci 5 (1992),
11-32.

¢ For Leonardo’s itinerary in these years, see Carmen C. Bambach, “Documented chronology
of Leonardo’s life and work,” in Leonardo da Vinci (2003), 233-34.

7 Hall offers the most profound analysis of the crisis in Florentine art during and after
Savonarola’s ascendancy.

8 Nicolai Rubinstein, The Government of Florence under the Medici (1434 to 1494), Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1966.
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republican traditions. The reason that the Medici were expelled from
Florence, Piero Parenti wrote in 1494, was that “it was now intolerable
that they had usurped both the ecclesiastic and the civic [spheres].”? In
the months after the expulsion, the city-government abolished the
political bodies founded by the Medici in order to free the city from any
trace of “tyranny.” In their place, it instituted the Governo Popolare,
with the Gran Consiglio at its chore, the Great Council consisting of 3000
men that permitted a far greater and socially more-encompassing part of
the Florentine populace to participate in government than had been
possible under the Medici. Included were members of the lesser guilds,
such as artists, and of course families who had been opposed to the
Medici regime in the fifteenth century, such as the Pazzi, Pitti, and
Strozzi, and that were now recalled from exile.1®

Florence fashioned her newly discovered identity — for many her
newly found freedom - in sharp contrast to the preceding years of
Medici hegemony. The eighteen years between the expulsion of the
Medici and their return in 1512 were marked by a strong sense of
historical rupture, of cultural displacement and replacement. This is not
just the opinion of a modern historian writing with the benefit of
hindsight; it permeates the writings of the period itself. Machiavelli,
whose career was colored by the dramatic occurrences around 1500,
counts as an especially acute observer. For him (and many others), the
death of Lorenzo Il Magnifico in 1492 had already announced the end of a
culture. He ended his Storie fiorentine with a note on cultural rupture:
“soon after the death of Lorenzo, those evil plants began to germinate,
which in a little time ruined Italy, and continue to keep her in
desolation.”!! Raised to the office of Second Chancellor of the Republic in
1498, the position that caused his expulsion from Florence in 1512 on the
Medici’s return, Machiavelli was frustrated by the politics of the
Governo Popolare but also ambivalent about a Florence with the Medici.
In a well-known letter of September 16, 1512, written in the days

° Parenti, ed. Andrea Matucci, 103: “tale Casa, usurpato avendosi lo ecclesiastico e il civile, ormai
pi sopparture non si potea.”

10 For the reform of the Florentine constitution, see Rubinstein, 1960.

1 Machiavelli, ed. Martelli, 844 “subito morto Lorenzo cominciorono a nascere quegli cattivi semi i
quali, non dopo molto tempo, non sendo vivo chi gli sapesse spegnere, rovinorono, e ancora rovinano,
la Italia.”
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following the Medici return, he wrote of the Florentine culture during
the Medici-less period of 1494-1512 as a culture displaced from a
continuum established by Cosimo de’ Medici in 1434 and continued by
the family again in 1512. Still confident of maintaining his position at the
cancelleria, he explained the Medici’s reclaiming their former political
dominance as a return in history. “The city is quite peaceful and hopes,
with the help of the Medici, to live no less honored than it did in times
past, when their father Lorenzo Il Magnifico, of most happy memory,
governed.”!? In February of the next year, he was found guilty of having
conspired against the Medici, imprisoned for 21 days, and eventually
expelled from Florence. In exile, he would produce the body of work
about cultural replacement, anxiety, and desire for historical restoration
that established his epochal importance in the history of political
thought.!3

Based on Machiavelli’s writings in part, the period of the Governo
Popolare has often been understood as one of an ideology of
republicanism. Political historians like Felix Gilbert and, perhaps to a
lesser extent, P.G. Pocock have pin-pointed the dawn of modern
democratic thought in the years after the Medici expulsion, in studies
reminiscent of Hans Baron’s epoch-making study of civic humanism, The
Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance: Civic Humanism and Republican
Liberty in an Age of Classicism and Tyranny of 1955.!* More recent
historians of humanism have done much to deconstruct such meta-
historical claims, pointing to the rhetorical traditions inherent in
humanist writing, the culture of panegyric at the basis of the humanist
endeavor to find patronage, and other literary topoi governing humanist
texts of the period.!®> They removed the sting of ideology from the skin of

12 Machiavelli, ed. Martelli, 1128: “Et questa citta resta quietissima, et spera non vivere meno
honorata con ’aiuto loro che si vivesse ne’ tempi passati, quando la felicissima memoria del magnifico
Lorenzo loro padre governava.” Tr. in Machiavelli and his Friends. Their Personal Correspondence,
ed. James B. Atkinson and David Sices, DeKalb (Ill): Northern Illinois University Press, 1996,
217.

13 See John M. Najemy, Between Friends: Discourses of Power and Desire in the Machiavelli-Vettori
Letters of 1513-1515, Princeton (NJ): Princeton University Press, 1991.

U F, Gilbert, 1965; Pocock.

15> For a balanced overview of criticism against the idea of Renaissance Civic Humanism, see
James Hankins, “The ‘Baron Thesis” after Forty Years and Some Recent Studies of Leonardo
Bruni,” Journal of the History of Ideas 56 (1995), 309-38. And for an alternative to a Baronian
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humanist writing. To be sure, when the Florentine people cried “popolo e
liberta” they were not thinking of a liberty for the people in our modern,
democratic understanding of “people” and “liberty.”'® In Florence,
Nicolai Rubinstein points out, Libertas denoted a city without princes, a
republic defined by a civic identity differentiated from seigniorial
states.!”

Although they do not describe social reality in the way that we
understand that reality, expressions like liberta do engage with ideology.
Humanism does have its place in political change and the making of
ideologies — that is, if we follow Clifford Geertz and understand ideology
as a cultural system. For Geertz, political change remains beyond social
understanding, even beyond social reality, if its underlying ideology is
not symbolized or figured. “The function of ideology,” Geertz writes, “is
to make an autonomous politics possible by providing the authoritative
concepts that render it meaningful, the suasive images by means of
which it can be sensibly grasped.” And: “it is ... the attempt of ideologies
to render otherwise incomprehensible social situations meaningful ...
that accounts ... for the ideologies’ highly figurative nature.”!® Political
change, Geertz’s model maintains, can only be figured. This pushes
humanist writing to the forefront of ideological image-making. But it
reserves an even greater share for the visual arts, often produced in the
public arena where the change of regime was made socially palpable.

In the following chapters, I understand Michelangelo’s art as
ideological image-making, as giving a visually understandable form to
the political and cultural breach that came with the Medici expulsion.
Rather than considering his work as a reflection of politics, I understand it
as producing the ideological system through which those politics could be
grasped. Indeed, in the case of the Governo Popolare, the act of
figuration claims an even greater part in the making of ideologies than in
many other periods that saw political revolutions, for the period is

view of Florentine humanism, see Ronald Witt, “In the Footsteps of the Ancients’: The Origins of
Humanism from Lovato to Bruni, Leiden: Brill, 2000.

16 Recorded in Rinuccini, ed. G. Aiazzi, cliii.

7 For the meaning of the term Libertas in late medieval and Renaissance Florence, see
Rubinstein, 1986.

18 Clifford Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” in Ideology and Discontent, ed. David E.
Apter, London: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1964, 47-76, with quotations on pp. 63 and 64.

7



THE POLITICS OF ART

characterized by a certain discrepancy between the reality of politics and
those politics symbolized. Prosopographic research into the composition
of the Florentine ruling class after the Medici expulsion has shown that
many of the men who were in power in Medicean Florence were still
serving the city’s political offices after 1494 (which is not to claim that
there were no men who bore a sincere love for the politics of the
Governo Popolare).?” Since the composition of individuals on the new
government was not very different from the preceding regime, this
revolution needed to be symbolically figured in order to survive.

One function of the decline in commissions and the burning of
existing works of art was the visualization of political rupture, to render
a once dominant regime invisible. Iconoclasm was specifically aimed at
Medici property. Portraits of the family were removed from the churches
of Santissima Annunziata and San Salvatore; a memorial to the
murdered Giuliano de’ Medici (+ 1478) at Florence Cathedral was
destroyed; and what was not taken apart was appropriated by the
Governo Popolare and put on display as visual signs of a suppressed
political age.”’ The sheer visual silence of the years after the Medici
expulsion became a figure for the contrast between the present and the
visually rich Medici epoch, an age that had championed such artists as
Donatello, Filippo and Filippino Lippi, Botticelli, the Pollaiuolo brothers,
Ghirlandaio, and Verrocchio. A visitor to Cosimo de’ Medici’s Florence
in 1460 had indeed found there “a living paradise full of those visible,
palpable forms that speak and respond when others speak”; he
wondered whether Florentines didn’t “live only to look, smell and
speak, without being subject to any other natural passion,” and asked
whether “someone who tested this would not end up living just from the
power of the visual.”?!

7

19 See Roslyn Pesman Cooper, “The Prosopography of the ‘Prima Repubblica’,” in I ceti
dirigenti nella Toscana del Quattrocento, ed. Donatella Rugiadini, Monte Oriolo, Impruneta: F.
Papafava, 1987, 239-55.

2 For the appropriation and destruction of Medici property, see below, Chapter 1.

21 “Poy trovammo veramente il paradiso, io dico el vivo e vero, pieno di quelle visibile e palpabile forme
e che parlano e respondono, quando altri parla, e maravigliome assay come che vi sta non vive
solamente di veddere, odire e parlare senza essere subiecto ad alcun’altra passione naturale e non posso
credere che chi ne facesse prova che non gli venisse ad effetto che si viverebbe solo dela virtu visiva.”

Quoted in Beverly Louis Brown, “L” “Entrata’ fiorentina di Ludovico Gonzaga,” Rivista d"Arte
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That the Florentine government and the guilds, followed by
private patrons, completely refrained from commissioning new works of
art after 1494 signals that they considered the current tradition of
Florentine art, the Quattrocento tradition born from Medici politics, no
longer able to serve a society that had replaced those politics. Post-
Medicean iconoclasm understands the work of art as a register of a
specific kind of politics. The breaking of art grew from a conviction that
its social integrity had been harmed beyond repair by the culture of the
Medici, especially that of Lorenzo Il Magnifico, who presided over the
city from 1466 to 1492. Examples quoted throughout this book show that
Savonarola and others believed that artists of the Laurentian years had
tried to deceive their public with compelling images of their own artistic
selves and of patrons wishing to forward their own and family’s
identity. Quattrocento artistst, the argument went, were exclusively
interested in exploring and advertising the capacity of their profession to
render visible highly personalized fantasies beyond belief, and their
work was thought to instantiate a culture of seeing and being seen that
only served a small group of men gathered around the Medici
powerbase, not society at large.?? For Savonarola, works of art produced
in the Medici era served a culture that was itself politically disfunctional.

Social and political utility was at the heart of cultural criticism in
these years. For instance, the reconsideration of humanist rhetoric in the
hands of Marcello Virgilio Adriani, who held the chair of poetry and
rhetoric at the Florentine Studio, was informed by a perception of Medici
culture as one divorced from political utility. Adriani began his lessons
for the sons of the city’s ruling elite with a debunking of the philological
approach championed by that Medicean house humanist Agnolo
Poliziano; philology, Adriani claimed, only served its own needs. For
him, utilitas served as a standard to set the “unapplied” humanism of
Poliziano apart from the civilly engaged humanism of pre- and his own
post-Medicean scholarship. In a language rich in reference to the
“applicable” studies of humanists such as Salutati, who were active
before the year 1434, he spoke of the utility of the studia humanitatis he

42 (1991), 216-17. Tr. in Patricia Lee Rubin and Alison Wright, Renaissance Florence: The Art of
the 1470s, London: National Gallery Publications, 1999, 15.

22 See for instance SE, 1: 343, and the famous sermon preached on Ascension Sunday, both
studied below, in Chapter 3.
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was to re-introduce in Florence. The historical specificity of Adriani’s
arguments requires emphasis. For him, humanism had fallen into
decline when Cosimo de” Medici returned from exile, when the Republic
was deprived of her freedom (libertas) and when the seeds were sown for
Poliziano’s self-fulfilling philology, that was “of no use to the Republic.”
“I have decided to speak to you today,” he lectured, “about their [the
humanities’] utilitas: the one and only word that (I hope) may make you
prick your ears.”?

In order to reintegrate art into Florentine society, an artist like
Michelangelo had to rethink the social, religious and political function of
the artwork under the new political order, a task he had in common with
a scholar like Adriani. That rethinking structures the sculpture, painting
and drawing that Michelangelo made between his return to Florence in
1501 and his departure in 1506, works produced in the midst of the
period of the Governo Popolare: the public commissions for the David
(1501-04), the Cascina Cartoon (1504-05), and the Saint Matthew (1506); and
the private commission for the Doni Tondo (1504-06), albeit a work of
public authority.?* These works take the historical conditions of the
Governo Popolare as a problem. Faced with a political turnover that
threatened the survival of the work of art, Michelangelo set out to
completely re-fashion the history of the political image in order to save it
from extinction.

€« >

2 BRF, MS 811, fol. 19r: “... constituiumus de utilitate eorum hodie apud vos dicere, in quo
speramus uno hoc ‘utilitas” verbo non fore vos in audiendo negligentes, ex eo maxime, quod omnes
institutione hac patria et ingenio estis, ut in omnibus agendis rebus numeretis statim quanta sit vobis
ex ea reditura annona.” Cited and translated in Godman, 163, 165.

24 T therefore neglect five projects Michelangelo was also commissioned to complete in the
period, and for the following reasons: The Piccolomini altar (commissioned for Siena
Cathedral), the Bruges Madonna (commissioned by a Flemish merchant for the church of
Onze Lieve Vrouwe in Bruges), and the bronze David (sent to France), all contributed little to
figuring a visible form of a politically reformed Florentine society that is the subject of the
present book. And the two marble tondi (ultimately acquired by Bartolommeo Pitti and
Taddeo Taddei but done on Michelangelo’s own initiative in second-rate marble), are only
mentioned in passing; it remains uncertain whether Pitti and Taddei acquired them during
the period studied here.



THE POLITICS OF ART

The idea that Michelangelo’s work operated on a political and social
level is not new; political interpretations abound in Michelangelo
studies, including some of the works Michelangelo produced for the
Governo Popolare. A work like the David, according to some of the most
authoritative arguments, boasted a powerful political iconography.®
Though consensus is hardly a hallmark of Michelangelo studies, the
majority of scholars contends that the David served as a symbol of anti-
Medici politics (even of republican liberty in general), as if iconography
is art’s most trustworthy political index. The insistence on the political
meaning of iconography per se rather than the way in which it was given
visual shape (“style,” so to speak) has produced an apparent split in the
study of High Renaissance art. Whereas modern survey books focus on
stylistic development but leave out social, religious and political
interpretations of those styles, the industry of “contextual studies” calls
attention to the relevance of an individual work of art’s political
iconography and ignores the ways in which the specific form of that
subject-matter might have contributed to political meaning. In short,
stylistic change is made independent of historical and political
transformation, while the meaning of iconography is made completely
dependent on history.

The idea that High Renaissance art itself bares a stylistic quality
that is historically resistant is firmly grounded in the historiography of
our discipline. In 1898, in the pages that open the most influential survey
of High Renaissance art after Vasari, Heinrich Wolfflin wrote of the
painting of Michelangelo and his contemporaries as an art of radical
detachment of lived historical experience. Comparing Michelangelo to
the visual culture embodied by the enthusiastic “naturalism” of
Ghirlandaio, Wolfflin felt himself “removed from the living, colorful
world to a vacuous space, where only shades live, not people with red,
warm blood. ‘Klassische Kunst’ appears to be the Ever-Dead, the Ever-
Old; the fruit of the academies, a testimony to the rule, not to life.”2¢ For
the Swiss historian, the art of the High Renaissance epitomizes the idea

% Among specialist studies are Levine; Lavin, 1993, Seymour, 1967b.

26 Wolfflin, 1: “Man fiihlt sich von der lebendigen bunten Welt hinweggehoben in luftleere Riume,
wo nur Schemen wohnen, nicht Menschen mit rotem, warmem Blut. ‘Klassische Kunst’ scheint das
Ewig-Tote zu sein, das Ewig Alte; die Frucht der Akademien; ein Erzeugnis der Lehre und nicht des
Lebens.”
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of “Classical,” a concept, of course, invented to account for the very
timeless and universal artistic values that he found to be so immune to
historical change. According to him, the Classical lives a slumbering life
on the underside of history, revived only at moments of extreme artistic
maturity and certainly not as the result of political change. Wolfflin,
followed by Sydney Freedberg and others, believed that the historical
chill of Classicism with which Michelangelo replaced the warm-blooded
naturalism of Quattrocento art somehow reflected a radical detachment
of art from its historical context.?” When art ceased to imitate life, it also
removed itself from the social world in which it was given shape and the
societal needs it was once designed to serve. Civic life was visualized in
Ghirlandaio’s Tornabuoni Chapel (Fig. 1), not in the art of Raphael and
Michelangelo. A Wélfflinian bias still haunts present-day scholarship on
High Renaissance art. In a recent essay on the periodization of Italian
Renaissance art, Giovanni Previtali remarks that the early Cinquecento
had witnessed “the greatest divergence between political and cultural
events that had so far occurred in the history of Italy.”2

This book argues that Michelangelo’s work for the post-Medicean
Republic was marked by a deliberate shift of meaning from the what to
the how of representation, although that shift never entailed subject-
matter entirely losing its meaning. The specific ways in which
iconography were given visual form became a matter of concern in and
of itself. Remarkably enough, many iconographical themes employed in
the period of the Governo Popolare were not very different from the
ones in use under the Medici. There was no such thing as an
iconography of post-Medicean republicanism. Thus the painting,
sculpture and drawing that Michelangelo produced in that period
include such venerable “Medicean” subject-matter as the Old Testament
giant slayer David, the Apostle Matthew, the Holy Family with Saint
John the Baptist and a scene of war. To give works like Michelangelo’s
David political iconicity on the basis of their subject-matter alone is

7 Freedberg, 1: 3-71.

28 Giovanni Previtali, “The Periodization of the History of Italian Renaissance Art,” in History
of Italian Art, 2 vols, ed. Peter Burke, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994, 2: 53-54. And for an
important attempt to connect some of the defining features of High Renaissance art with
political crisis, now see Jill Burke, “Meaning and Crisis in the Early Sixteenth Century:
Interpreting Leonardo’s Lion,” Oxford Art Journal 29.1 (2006), 77-91.
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therefore historically odd. This is not to claim that art of the Medici
period attached no political meaning to the “how” of representation; the
first chapter in fact shows how the Medici propagated a certain style of
representation that others even understood as Medicean. Michelangelo
took up that “how” and subsequently reversed it, literally reformed it.
Reform was a political act. The reconsideration of humanist
rhetoric, political theory, prose and poetry, the social function of
religious confraternities, and the culture of carnival and civic processions
— all these were understood in political terms. Even in Savonarola’s
thought, for all its emphasis on Christian reform, questions of religious
decorum became questions of political propriety. The preacher, who was
also the author of a treatise on the Florentine government, never argued
for religious reform for its own sake but always for the reform of
Christian belief as a means to social and political refashioning.?
According to Girolamo Benivieni, writing in 1498, Savonarola had
“reformed our city [of Florence] in great part, ... not only in respect to
living uprightly and the things of the spirit, but also with respect to those
things which are necessary for the public and civil government
thereof.”? In that sense, Savonarola stood much closer to Machiavelli’s
analysis of the political function of religion than has often been
recognized.?! Donald Weinstein has done a lot to show how much
Savonarola’s writing depended on Florentine political traditions, and

» See, for example, Savonarola’s remarks on the socially unifying function of religion in the
so-called “renovation sermon” of 14 December 1494; SAT, 213: “e se voi farete questo, la citta
vostra sara gloriosa, perche a questo modo la sara riformata quanto allo spirituale e quanto al
temporale, cioe quanto al popolo suo, e d ate uscira la reformazione di tutta la Italia.” And, ibid., 218:
“dove e maggiore unione e maggior fortezza, ma chi e in grazia e carita ha maggiore unione e maggior
fortezza.” “le citta circunstante temano piun della citta ben regolata e unita in sé medesima; item
volentieri con quella li vicini circunstanti pigliano amicizia.” And ibid., 227: “Se voi fate questa pace
tutti insieme e’ cittadini e site uniti, crediate a me che, udita questa unione, tutti e’ nimici vostri vi
temeranno e sarete in questo modo piu sicuri e piu forti di loro. Or, volendosi fare questa pace
universale infra tutti e’ cittadini, cosi del vecchio come del nuovo Stato, bisogna ricorrere prima a Dio,
dal quale viene ogni grazia e ogni dono; pero facciasi orazione per tre giorni continui in ogni luogo,
accio che Dio disponga e’ cuori di ciascheduno a farla volentieri.”

% Benivieni, ed. del Lungo, xvii-xxv. Tr. in SSW, 245.

31 But see for Machiavelli’s almost anthropological approach to religion, J. Samuel Preus,
“Machiavelli’s Functional Analysis of Religion: Context and Object,” Journal of the History of
Ideas 40.2 (1979), 171-90.
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recent scholarship has done little to change that view.3? That modern art
history is still inclined to consider Savonarola’s remarks on art in
isolation from the political content of his sermons has much to do with
the fact that Gustave Gruyer published those remarks as isolated
excerpts in the nineteenth century.

Take for example the bonfires of vanities. For all of their time-
honored connotations of religious purification, the fires served a
calculated political effect. Organized at Carnival, they replaced the
traditional festivities that Laurentian Florence had been famous for and
through which Lorenzo de’ Medici had consolidated his power.3
Contemporaries attributed meaning to the bonfires by comparing and
contrasting them to the past. If Richard Trexler is right and the Medici
effected political change in Florence through “a shift in ritual space,
times and objects,” then Savonarola exploited those politics to the
maximum when he replaced the ritual space, time and objects of
Carnival with those of iconoclasm.> Yet the bonfires did not just destroy
Medici imagery, they served themselves as image, one of a conquered
visual politics. “Surrounding the structure [of the stake],
wrote, “were seven tiers, one above the other at equal intervals, on
which were set all the aforesaid objects with a not disagreeable
artfulness. ... The aforesaid items were set out in such an overall order,
and yet so separated as to make each distinct, that this edifice, which was
as decorative as it was appropriate, was rendered pleasing and

77

one witness

32 Weinstein, 1970. And for for an overview of the literarture up to the early 1990s, see ibid.,
“Hagiography, demonology, biography: Savonarola studies today,” The Journal of Modern
History 63 (1991), 483-503. The 500" anniversary of Savonarola’s death in 1998 has produced
an astonishing flow of Savonarola studies and new editions of his work, especially in Italy;
see Konrad Eisenbichler, “Savonarola Studies in Italy on the 500" Anniversary of the Friar’s
Death,” Renaissance Quarterly 52 (1999), 487-95.

3 Les illustrations des écrits de Jérome Savonarole publiés en Italie au xve et au xvic siécle, et les
paroles de Savonarole sur I’art, 4 vols, Paris: Firmin-Dido, 1879.

3 For the politics of carnival in Lorenzo’s Florence, see Paolo Orvieto, “Carnevale e feste
fiorentine del tempo di Lorenzo de’ Medici,” in Lorenzo Il Magnifico e il suo tempo, ed. Gian
Carlo Garfagnini, Florence: Olschki, 1992, 103-24; and Konrad Eisenbichler, “Confraternities
and Carnival: The context of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s ‘Rappresentazione di SS. Giovanni e
Paolo’,” in Medieval Drama on the Continent of Europe, ed. Clifford Davidson and John H.
Stroupe, Kalamazoo (Mich): Western Michigan University, 1993, 128-39.

% Trexler, 1978, 297. And also see, K.J.P. Lowe, “Patronage and territoriality in early
sixteenth-century Florence,” Renaissance Studies 7 (1993), 258-71.

14



THE POLITICS OF ART

delightful to the eyes of everyone in its entirety no less than in its
parts.”* The bonfires of vanities, especially the first one of February
1497, were as much a politics of the aesthetic as the visual propaganda of
Laurentian Carnival. Neither a mere destruction of art nor a simple
cleansing of sinful objects, Savonarolan iconoclasm served a carefully
calculated orchestration of visual contrast to Laurentian culture.

€« >

Political self-consciousness was at the basis of Michelangelo’s work. No
other artist was better equipped to review the political history of
Florentine art, a man not only knowledgeable of the history of his own
profession but also involved in Florentine politics. The political history
of Michelangelo’s family became of renewed interest after the change of
regime in 1494. The Buonarroti-Simoni had served political offices since
the fourteenth century, when they were part of the oligarchic ruling elite
that would force the Medici into exile in 1433. That involvement
excluded them from political office after 1434.5” In the period of Medici
hegemony their fortunes declined, a fact that must have fostered a
certain negative opinion of Florence’s ruling family within the
Buonarroti ranks.® After 1494, family members began to be selected for
political offices again. But they were disqualified from occupying these
positions because of a tax debt that had been caused by the decline in
family fortunes in the fifteenth century.® Michelangelo, obsessed with
family honor, invested the income he received from the works that are
the subject of this book in paying off his family’s debt. In 1506 the
Buonarroti started to fill the city’s political magistrates again after a
seventy years absence. Michelangelo, too, was elected for political office
in the period, but declined because of absence from the city.#’ The fact
that the Governo Popolare returned the Buonarroti to political

% Benivieni, ed. del Lungo, xvii-xxv. Tr. in SSW, 248.

% The foundational text on the Buonarroti’s political fortunes is still Spini. Also see, Carteggio
indiretto, 1: ix-lix; and, more recently the comprehensive account in Hatfield, 2002, 201-12.

3 Spini, 115.

% Hatfield, 2002, 212.

4 Hatfield, 2002, 213. In 1529, Michelangelo accepted his office on the Gran Consiglio and a
membership of the Nine of Ordinance and the Militia; see ibid., 217; and in 1529 he accepted
his office as Governor of Fortifications; see ibid., 97, 156, 206, 210, 218, 222.
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prominence must have fostered Michelangelo’s proclivity for a Florence
without the Medici, a preference that would last a lifetime.*!

More important than Michelangelo’s personal political ideology —
which can never be proven to have ended up in his work — is the sense of
history that structured republican politics in Florence and
Michelangelo’s political thought no less. A family’s participation in
politics was closely tied up with the political history of the city. In order
to be nominated for office in one of the city magistrates, a man had to
demonstrate his family’s political pedigree. That is why all Florentine
families kept ricordanze, books of memoirs that contained important
information about the family’s participation in the city’s political
history.#? This is what set Florence apart from other republics such as
Venice, where the families eligible for political office had been fixed in a
senate since the thirteenth century and where historical validation was
thus rendered unnecessary.*

4 Panic raged through Michelangelo’s family in the fall of 1512, when the Medici returned
from exile. In a letter to his brother written from Rome in the weeks after the Medici’s return,
Michelangelo advised his brother Buonarroto to keep a low profile in the city and “not to
make friends with anyone”; see Carteggio, 1: 136 (18.ix.1512): “Oro s"’e decto di nuovo che la casa
de’ Medici é ‘ntrata in Firenze e che ogni cosa é achoncia; per la qual cosa chredo che sia cessato il
pericolo, cioé degli Spagnuoli, e non credo che e’ bisogni pitl partirsi. Pero statevi in pace, e non vi fate
amici né familiari di nessuno, se non di Dio, e non parlate di nessuno né bene né male, perché non sis
a el fine delle cose.” After having spoken badly of the Medici, Michelangelo was quick to
reconcile with Giuliano de” Medici. But he told his father to “sell what we’ve got and go and
live elsewhere” in case a reconciliation with Giuliano would not have the desired effect; see
Carteggio, 1: 140 (x/xi.1512): “Io scriverro dua versi a G[iJuliano de’ Medici, e’quali saranno in
questa [lettera]; leggietgli, esse e’ vi piace di portargniene, e vedrete se gioverranno niente. Se non
gioveranno, pensate se si puo vendere cio che noi abbidno; e anderno a abitare altrove.” Although he
assured Lodovico that he “never said anything against them [the Medici], except what is said
generally by everybody,” the panic that bespeaks his letter suggests else wise; see Carteggio,
1: 139 (x/xi.1512): “Del chaso de’ Medici, io non 0 mai parlato contra di loro chosa nessuna, se non in
quell modo che s”’e parlato generalmente per ogn’uomo, come fu del caso di Prato; che selle pietre
avessin Saputo parlare, n’arebbono parlato.”.

42 See, among other publications, Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, “L’invention du passé familial a
Florence (XIVe — XVe s.),” in Temps, mémoire, tradition au moyen dge, Aix-en-Provence:
Université de Provence, 1983, 95-118; Giovanni Ciappelli, “Family memory: Functions,
evolution, recurrences,” in Art, Memory and Family (2000), 26-83; and ibid., “Famiglia e
memoria familiare,” in Storia della civilita Toscana, vol. 2 (Il Rinascimento), ed. Michele
Ciliberto, Florence: Le Monnier, 2001, 563-78.

4 See James S. Grubb, “Memory and identity: Why the Venetians didn’t keep ricordanze,”
Renaissance Studies 8 (1994), 375-87.
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After the fall of the Medici, politics acquired an even more
important historical dimension. Families who had been excluded from
office under Medici hegemony, like the Buonarroti, were allowed back
into the ruling elite on the basis of their participation in Florentine
government prior to 1434. Political participation amounted to historical
investigation; family history became political history. It prompted
someone like Francesco Guicciardini in 1508 to use his family archive to
develop his Istorie fiorentine from, indeed a landmark of Florentine
political thought.# The fact that Michelangelo descended from a family
with an important political pedigree, combined with a genuine obsession
with that pedigree, made him a student of his city’s political history no
less than the ruling group he served with his imagery, a unique position
among his fellow artists.*

The success of Michelangelo’s politics of art was measured by his
patrons, who, paying for the work, decided about its political
functionality. They included some of the key figures in the Governo
Popolare. Giuliano Salviati, of crucial importance in awarding the
commission for the David to Michelangelo, was a protagonist on the
political stage shortly before Savonorola’s execution; Piero Soderini,
involved with the Saint Matthew and the Cascina Cartoon, and identifying
himself with the David, was head of the city-government from 1502 to
1512; and Agnolo Doni’s anti-Medici politics eventually led to his
imprisonment by the Medici, but not before he commissioned
Michelangelo’s Holy Family with Saint John the Baptist. These men did not
demand that Michelangelo translate a specific political agenda into
imagery; at least, no proof of such demands survive. Artistic contracts
for the David and the Saint Matthew are still extant, but, as Michelle
O’Malley recently demonstrated in regard to the commissioning process
in general, contracts were only drawn up to legally fix subject-matter, the
cost of material, deadlines, destination, and the amount of money an

# See Nicolai Rubinstein, “The ‘Storie Fiorentine’ and the ‘Memorie di Famiglia’ by
Francesco Giucciardini,” Rinascimento NS 4 (1953), 171-225; ibid., “Family, Memory, and
History,” in Art, Family, and Memory (2000), 39-47.

% For the rare number of other politically active artists in Florence, see Hatfield, 2002, xxxvii-
xlix.
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artist would earn, but certainly not the ways in which subject-matter was
given visual form.*

I submit that there is good reason to assume that Michelangelo’s
work for the Governo Popolare was not produced under the traditional
terms of patronage described in and determined by those contracts.*” In
Chapters 2 and 3, I show that Michelangelo’s relationship to the patrons
discussed in this book can best be described as one of privilege, mutual
understanding and shared interest. Here it is enough to point out that
what Michelangelo and a patron like Soderini shared was an effort at
legitimization. Michelangelo’s effort was one of art, Soderini’s was one of
politics. Soderini’s political integrity was measured by the extent to
which he was able to contrast his government to the one of a perceived
tyranny, appropriation, and the privatizing of public goods that his
contemporaries associated with the Medici epoch. The success of
Michelangelo’s art was judged by the ways in which he contrasted his art
with and found a solution to the then problematic history of the fifteenth
century.

This is not to claim that Michelangelo produced a uniform style
that was markedly anti-Medicean or even pro-Savonarola, nor is it to say
that the 1494—1512 regime was somehow visually defined by a
politicized style of representation. Readers familiar with the
historiography of the period will be aware, however, of a long-standing
interest in defining a “Savonarolan style.” That interest is fading now;
the diversity of Florentine painting styles resists the definition of a
univocal pictorial language of Savonarolism.*® It is now more common to

4 See Michelle O’'Malley, The Business of Art: Contracts and the Commissioning Process in
Renaissance Italy, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005.

4 In a letter to his nephew, Michelangelo famously wrote himself out of that traditional
“business of art”; Carteggio, 4: 299 (2.v.1548): “... che se un cictadino fiorentino vuol fare
dipigniere una tavola da altare, che bisognia che e’ truovi un dipintore: ché io non fu’ mai pictore né
scultore come chi ne fa boctega.”

4 As Burke, 2004, 155-57, recently reminded us. For earlier attempts to tie a Savonarolan
agenda to individual artists, see, for Lippi, Timothy Verdon, “Girolamo Savonarola e il
conservatorismo dell’arte fiorentina della fin de siecle,” in Girolamo Savonarola: storia, fede, arte,
ed. Giovanna Uzzani, Florence: Le lettere, 1999, 9-18; for Botticelli, Ronald Lightbown, Sandro
Botticelli, 2 vols, London: Elek, 1978, 1: 139-46; Paul Joannides, “Late Botticelli: Archaism and
ideology,” Arte Cristiana 83 (1995), 163-78; and Rab Hatfield, “Botticelli Mystic Nativity,
Savonarola and the Millenium,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 58 (1995), 88-
127; and for Fra Bartolommeo, R. Steinberg, 1978, 82-105.
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speak of “crisis imagery,” of images that in some way register the
religious and social crisis of the times in which they were produced.®
This notion returns a capacity of critical reflection to the artist that older
scholarship, focusing on the patron’s share, had deprived him. It avoids
the question of a uniform “Savonarolan style” by making cultural
reflection a more individual concern. What is problematic about the
notion of crisis imagery, however, is that it constructs an art of crisis
rather than one of a solution to crisis. It makes artists reflect on cultural
change without providing an answer to it. By granting Michelangelo a
personal, reflective vantage point on his own profession, I do not take his
art as registering the content of Savonarola’s sermons or any other kind
of writing of the period. Michelangelo invented highly original solutions
to problems raised by the cultural reversals of the day.

Yet throughout this book Savonarola’s sermons and writings are
often quoted, and I feel I have to say a word on Michelangelo’s specific
relation to Fra Girolamo and the artist’s possible access to the content of
the sermons. Condivi, later echoed by Vasari, wrote of Michelangelo’s
intimate knowledge of Savonarola’s preaching, adding that “he had
always felt a great affection” for the friar, “the memory of whose vivid
voice [viva voce] still remains in his mind.”>® Whereas it can no longer be
maintained on the basis of Condivi’'s words that Michelangelo was
among the preacher’s followers (the piagnoni),’! there is good reason to
assume that the artist attended some of the sermons.>? He could have
heard the friar’s “viva voce” in 1493, before the expulsion of the Medici,

4 See, for instance, Charles Burroughs, “The altar and the City: Botticelli’s ‘"Mannerism” and
the Reform of Sacred Art,” Artibus et historiae 36 (1997), 9-40.

% Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 62: “[Michelangelo] ha similmente con grande studio ed attenzione lette
le Sacre Scritture, si del Testamento Vecchio come del Nuovo, e chi sopra di cio s’e affaticato, come gli
scritti del Savonarola, al quale egli ha sempre avuta grande affezione, restandogli ancor nella mente la
memoria dell sua viva voce.” Vasari, 6: 112: “Dilettossi molto della Scrittura Sacra, come ottimo
cristiano che egli era, et ebbe in gran venerazione l’opere scritte da fra’” Girolamo Savonarola, per avere
udito la voce di quell frate in pergamo.”

51 The idea of Michelangelo as a piagnone painter is especially tenacious in older scholarship;
see, for instance, Henry Thode, Michelangelo: Kritische Untersuchungen iiber seine Werke, 3 vols,
Berlin: G. Grote, 1908-13, 2: 275-76. Yet there is no proof to substantiate such statements.
What is more, in a letter to Piero Gondi (26.i.1524), Michelangelo complained about the
piagnoni; see Carteggio, 3: 27.

52 The best case for Michelangelo’s knowledge of Savonarola’s ideas, either expressed in
spoken word or in print, is made by Hatfield, 1995.
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preaching on the psalm Quam bonus, and in the spring of 1496, when
Michelangelo was visiting Florence for a few months (receiving no
commissions).>® The latter visit allows for the possibility that he attended
Savonarola’s devastating criticism against the painters of naturalism, his
diatribes against the cult of outward vision and his long expositions on
the Augustinian inner eye — the famous sermons preached around Easter
quoted mainly in Chapter 3. Attracting unprecedented crowds at
Florence Cathedral, Savonarola’s sermons must have had an enormous
impact in the city; printed versions already circulated before the end of
the century.>

Published editions of the friar’s other sermons issued from the
Florentine presses in the early sixteenth century, and his treatises were
reprinted during his life.>®> The publication industry of Savonarola’s
sermons suggests his impact on Florentine culture in the decades after
his death, a suggestion affirmed by Lorenzo Polizzotto’s study of
Savonarola’s legacy.”* Indeed the authors mentioned in the pages that
follow (the Benivieni cousins, Nesi, Gianfrancesco Pico, Francesco
Guicciardini), continued to voice the cultural criticisms raised by
Savonarola during his short stewardship in Florence long after his
execution. Traces of their thinking can also be found in Michelangelo’s
poetry.

Although the following four chapters uncover a certain stylistic
regime that governs Michelangelo’s work for the Governo Popolare — a
pictorial and sculptural language that denies the quotidian realism of the
Quattrocento and one peculiarly restrictive in its capacity of storytelling
—I also maintain that an apparent uniformity in solutions resulted from a
plurality of problems. Those problems might be loosely defined by the
notions of history, origins and recovery. Chapter 1 (“History”) shows
how Michelangelo’s David dissolves the history of fifteenth-century art
and the Medici politics that Quattrocento imagery once affirmed in an

5 Michelangelo probably returned from Bologna to Florence after the fall of 1495. He stayed
in Florence until late June. On 25.vi.1496, he arrived in Rome; see Carteggio, 1: 1-2.

% For instance Prediche dalla pasqua al avvento dell’anno 1496, Florence: Antonio Tubini,
Lorenzo de Alopa Veneziano, and Andrea Ghirlandi, ca. 1499.

5 For the publication history of Savonarola’s sermons, see Vincenzo Romano, “Predicazioni
Savonaroliane e attivita redattrice dei primi editori,” La Bibliofilia 69 (1967), 277-308.

5% Polizzotto, 1994.
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image of the timeless and atemporal. Chapter 2 (“Origins”) interprets the
David and the Saint Matthew as attempts to counteract the belief
expressed by Savonarola that images had become more about their
artists than about subject-matter; in them, Michelangelo announced
artistic ingenium as something that mediates between human making
and divine authorship, a claim that was also a path to the artist’s divinita.
Chapter 3 (“Recovery”), shows how in the Doni Tondo Michelangelo
recovered a vision of pre-Renaissance naturalism in response to
contemporary critique against the kind of veristic painting produced in
the fifteenth century. The last chapter (“A Model for History”) attempts
to pull all three notions together in Michelangelo’s Cascina Cartoon,
which, I argue, formulates a theory of the history of art in drawing and
disegno with the exclusive aim to write its own reception, a reception of a
visual force strong enough to eclipse a former Medici history of art.
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Broken History

A profound serenity is at the heart of Michelangelo’s David (Fig. 2),
carved between 1501 and 1504 in the shadow of Florence Cathedral.
Three times human size, completely naked and with a perfect anatomy,
the sculpture stands unmotivated by action — David’s body describing
little more than a smooth S-curve. At least at first instance, we are left
with a statue of narrative irreferentiality, a state of affairs complicated by
the seeming absence of iconographical attributes. The missing attributes
have led some art historians to deny that a contemporary audience could
have understood the statue as David, the identification that today
accompanies the sculpture in the Galleria dell” Accademia in Florence
and in every art history textbook.! It has prompted others to argue that
the work simultaneously represents a conglomerate of identities: David,
Hercules, Orpheus and Adam.? Yet recent art historical skepticism was
not shared by the sculpture’s contemporary audience, among them
Michelangelo’s patrons, who identified the work simply as “Davit,”? the

! Shearman, 1992, 44, believed that contemporary viewers identified the statue foremost as a
giant or even Orpheus, and not as David. Michelangelo’s statue is identified as an Orpheus
only once, in 1536, by Johannes Fichard, an identification that, I think, was occasioned by
Fichard’s acquaintance with Bandinelli’s Orpheus of circa 1519, which indeed translates the
pose of Michelangelo’s David into Orpheus.

2 Paoletti, 2001, 637-42, maintained that Michelangelo’s statue represents simultaneously a
David, an Adam and a Hercules; and Seymour, 1967b, 51, opined that it was also an Adam.

3 The Opera del Duomo documents referring to the statue as a David, are Poggi, 1: 83-84
(doc. 448); Milanesi, 620; Frey, 1909, 107 (docs 14, 15, 18), 109 (doc. 30). In addition, the statue
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Old Testament King-cum-giantslayer, who had entered Florentine
iconographical tradition some hundred years earlier and enjoyed an
immense popularity in the Quattrocento.

Pitched against the history of Davidean iconography in Florence,
Michelangelo’s David stands out. Iconographical tradition, grounded in
the first book of Samuel, had prescribed several stock attributes to enable
identification: the head of Goliath, whom David had overcome with a
sling and the help of God; the sword, which he had taken from the
unfortunate Goliath to chop off his head with; and the shepherd’s outfit
that identified David as the seemingly unlikely victor over the well-
trained warrior Goliath. Michelangelo’s David relates to that tradition
only in the most fragile way. An iconographical pedigree is merely
evoked at a closer look, which reveals Michelangelo’s colossus holding
an object over his left shoulder, hardly visible though, for it disappears
behind his back. We have to walk around the statue to discover that the
object is the sling that David used to hit Goliath’s head with a stone. The
device describes a diagonal line over the sculpture’s back, from upper
left to lower right, from David’s left hand to his right (Fig. 3). But the
sling does little to disturb a profound iconographical silence. Circular
movement around the colossus is counteracted by the statue’s strict
frontality, as some of Michelangelo’s contemporaries recognized.* This is
no turning body that invites us to admire the sculpture from all sides.
Michelangelo carved it within a single plane, conceived it almost as a
relief at a time when artists had been favoring multiple viewpoints in
their statuary for decades. With his decision, then, to carve the sling over
David’s back, while at the same time maintaining the statue’s peculiar
two-dimensionality, ~Michelangelo intentionally hid the only
iconographical attribute from sight, rendering his giant sculpture nearly
unidentifiable, and forcing a radical break with the history of Florentine
David as it was known by then.®

was identified as a David by Cerretani, Ricordi, ed. Berti, 212; Lapini, 61; Borghini, 2: 164;
Vasari, 6: 19; and Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 22.

4 For example, in 1504, during the consultation of the statue’s future site discussed below,
Giovanni Cellini found the statue unsuitable for the Loggia de” Lanzi, because “it would be
necessary to go around it there”; see Seymour, 1967b, 152-53.

5> The popularity of David in Florence has been studied by Volker Herzner, “David
Florentinus 1: Zum Marmordavid Donatellos im Bargello,” Jarbuch der Berliner Museen 20
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The idea that Michelangelo’s David marks an epochal turning point
in the history of art informs the earliest testimonies about the sculpture.
For Vasari, the David broke radically enough with history to resist any
form of comparison at all. He refuted to Biblical language instead,
suggesting that historical time does not suffice to describe the art
historical rupture the statue represented. “Michelangelo resurrected one
who had been dead .... And verily, who sees it does not want to see any
other work of sculpture, produced neither in our times nor in others
wherein artists will exist.”¢ The notion, however, that the David
inaugurated a new era in image-making ultimately dates back to 1501, to
Michelangelo himself.

Michelangelo knew that he was making his David under the
historical conditions of post-Medici culture. On a sheet of circa 1502, now
in the Louvre, he wrote next to a study after Donatello’s bronze David
and a drawing for the right arm of the marble David: “Rocta lalta collona e
elverd,” “Broken the high column and the green ...” (Fig. 4). The words
quote the first line of Petrarch’s sonnet 269: “Broken are the high column
and the green laurel.” On Michelangelo’s sheet the word “lauro” is cut
off by the boundaries of the paper; there is no evidence that the drawing
has ever been cropped so Michelangelo’s omitting the word must have
been intended.” Furthermore, the marginal lines do not just document a
quick and coincidental thought, penned down in haste when the paper
was at hand. Michelangelo’s handwriting is carefully crafted, marked by
an aesthetic quality distinct from the more sloven hand we find in his
letters; Michelangelo’s words are therefore meaningful.

In Petrarch’s poem, “Rotta l’alta colonna e ‘1 verde lauro,”
“colonna” refers to his patron Cardinal Colonna, and “lauro” to the poet’s

(1978), 43-115; and ibid., “David Florentinus,” Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen 24 (1982), 63-142.
In addition, Butterfield, 1995, warned against exaggerating the popularity of David as a
typical Florentine phenomenon, pointing to the iconography’s existence elsewhere at
European courts. Yet, in what follows, the popularity of the Victorious David in fifteenth-
century Florence will be partly explained through the artistic exemplarity of Donatello’s
bronze David.

¢ Vasari, 6: 20: “E certo fu miracolo quello di Michelagnolo, far risuscitare uno che era morto .... E
certo chi veda questa non dee curarsi di vedere altra opera di scultura fatta nei nostri tempi o negli
altri da qualsivoglia artefice.”

7 For the drawing see Paul Joannides, Inventaire general des dessins Italiens, 6 (Michel-Ange:
Eleves et Copistes), Paris: Edition de la Réunion des Musées Nationaux, 2003, 68-73.
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beloved Laura. The sonnet laments the death of both figures, the grief
over which is evoked in the closing lines of the work, “Oh our life that is
so beautiful to see, how easily it loses in one morning what has been
acquired with great difficulty over many years!”® Yet in Michelangelo’s
case, the cut off “lauro” is a phonetic pun on Lorenzo de’ Medici, who
had passed away in 1492.° Michelangelo was not the first to make the
equation between laurel and Lorenzo. During and after Il Magnifico’s life
it had become a trope in the circles of Agnolo Poliziano and Luigi Pulci.!®
The theme of the never-dying laurel, always giving life to new sprouts
even after it had been cut off, had the great potential of associating the
Medici with immortality and dynastic eternity, an idea that of course
acquired more urgency in Medici circles after Lorenzo had passed
away.!! “The Laurel suddenly struck by a thunderbolt lies there; the
laurel, celebrated by choirs of all the muses, by dances of all the
nymphs,” wrote Agnolo Poliziano shortly after Lorenzo’s death, in the
hope that Medici’s cultural program would not be buried with his body,
but continued in the patronage of Lorenzo’s son, Piero.!? In the world of
poetry and pageantry, the symbolism of unbroken vegetal growth lent
comfort to the realities of the irreversibility of death. Under the
protection of that inexhaustible plant the Laurentian age of cultural
prosperity would never pass.!* By the time Poliziano composed his
poem, the continuity of the Medici dynasty was a reality not yet given
way to myth. At Lorenzo’s death, family rule over Florence passed on to
Lorenzo’s son Piero, whom many hoped would fulfill what the laurel
prophesized: a golden age of culture under the protection of the family
that had shaped Florentine culture since 1434.

8 Petrarca, Petrarch’s Lyric poems. The Rime Sparce and Other Lyrics, tr. and ed. Robert M.
Durling, Cambridge (MA) and London: Harvard University Press, 1976, 442-44.

° Seymour, 1967b, 5-6; and Lavin, 1993, 51-58.

10 For Lorenzo de’ Medici and the laurel theme, see Cox-Rearick, 1984, 19-31.

11 1bid., 18.

12 The text is Stanza 3 of “Quis dabit capiti meo aquam?,” published in Poeti latini del
Quattrocento, ed. Francesco Arnaldi, Lucia Gualdo Rosa and Liliana Monti Sabia, Milan:
Ricciardi, 1964, 1068: “laurus impetu fulminis / illa illa iacet subito, / laurus omnium celebris, /
Musarum choris, / nympharum choris ...” Cited and translated in Cox-Rearick, 1984, 55.

13 See Poliziano, Stanze cominciate per la giostra di Giuliano de” Medici, ed. Vincenzo Pernicone,
Turin: Loescher-Chiantore, 1954, 1: 4; quoted in Cox-Rearick, 1984, 55nt49.
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However, by the time Michelangelo penned his lines in 1502, the
politics of dynastic continuity had been radically cut short by the Medici
expulsion. The mythic laurel was broken, and the Laurentian age broken
off — no recovery in sight. Far from being an expression of personal
loss,* Michelangelo’s words give voice to the rupture with Laurentian
culture that colored politics at the time. A breach is visualized — albeit by
denial — by omitting the word “lauro” from the sheet. Petrarch’s poem
can only be completed in the imagination of the informed beholder, in
this case, Michelangelo himself, very much like the age of Lorenzo could
only be imagined because its visual traces were lost in the project of
damnatio memoriae that preceded Michelangelo’s return to Florence.
Michelangelo’s words were directed towards the passing away of a
culture, not just a person, however much this culture had come to be
personified by Lorenzo di Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici. Il Magnifico had
become a symbol of his age, of an epoch defined by certain cultural
values that were only given their definite shape after Medici's death.
Whether writing from the perspective of pro- or contra-Medici,
Lorenzo’s death was thought to have marked a watershed in Florentine
history, considered to have sparked the ensuing circumstances of the
Medici expulsion, the invasion of the French and the establishment of the
Governo Popolare. The perception of historical rupture catalized some of
the most interesting and heated discussions on the nature and nurture of
history that the sixteenth century produced. It is to those discussions, I
submit, that Michelangelo’s words pertain.

The official politics of reversing Medici culture practiced at the
Palazzo della Signoria soon led to a counter-movement in the circle of
Bernardo Rucellai, a Medici loyalist who began to plead for a return to
the golden age of Lorenzo around the time Michelangelo was

14 Seymour, 1967b, 6, wrote: “Whatever his reason, it seems clear that the contemplation
represented by this fragment of verse was concerned with serious thoughts about the
partronage of artists. Only ten years earlier the great Lorenzo, ruler of Florence before the fall
of his house in 1494, had been Michelangelo’s patron and protector. In that relationship there
was not only inspiration for the artist, but a kind of security which the impersonal patronage
of the republican institutions around 1500 did not approach. It is possible also that Lorenzo’s
death was a painful personal loss to the young sculptor. In that case the parallel with
Petrarch’s earlier relationship to the Colonna would have been extraordinary close and
complete.”
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commissioned to sculpt the David.’> What is so interesting about this
counter-movement is the way in which culture came to be considered a
product of political history. For Bernardo and his allies, gathering in the
Orti Oricellari, a healthy culture of art and literature started to show the
signs of malady in 1494.® The writers of the Orti often used medical
metaphors to bring their arguments across. Giovanni Corsi, in the
dedicatory letter to Bindaccio Ricasoli of his Ficino biography of 1506,
thus explains how Florence’s cultural prominence in the fifteenth
century was not just due to the intensity of Florentine literary studies
itself, but was born naturally from the politics of “Doctor Lorenzo
[Medices Laurentio].” “And that is why,” Corsi continues,

the calamities of our times make me so miserable, since in our city there
dominates clumsiness and ignorance instead of the discipline of the Fine
Arts [bonis artibus], instead of liberty there is avarice, instead of modesty
and self-restraint, ambition and extravagance. And also, entirely not
according to a Republic, not faring on the ancient laws but on lechery,
the old senate [optimus] is besieged by the mockery of the people
[plebs].’”

15 F. Gilbert, 1944. Piero Parenti noted a pro-Laurentian sentiment in the city in the summer
of 1501; see his Storia fiorentina, BNCF, IL.IV.170, fol. 190v: “Questo disordine faceva comendare e
tempi di Lorenzo de Medici, et molti appitivano si tornassi a simile stato et seminavano per il vulgo la
buona stagione preterita, biasimando la presente.”

16 See for example, Crinito, De Honesta Disciplina (Book 16, Ch. 9): “Nescio quo fato superiore
anno evenerit; quo Francorum rex Carolus Italiam cum infecto exercitu et instructis copiis invasit: ut
principes viri in literis atque in summis disciplinis clarissimi perierunt: hoc est Hermolaus Barbarus,
Jo. Picus Mirandula et Angelo Politianus: qui omnes in ipso statim francorum adventu et conatibus
immaturo obitu ad superos converunt, sedenim literae ipsae ac studia bonarum artium simul cum
Italiae libertate coeperunt paulatim extingui barbaris ingruentibus cum deesset hi homines qui illis
suo patrocinio assiduisque studiis mirifice faverent: qualis inter alios vir summa sapientia et egregio
animo Laurentius Medices ... felicissime tunc ageretur cum literis atque literatis.” “[Laurentius
Medices] qui Florentinam rempublicam non minore tum consilio quam fortuna gubernabat ....”
Cited in F. Gilbert, 1944, 120nt3.

17 Corsi, in the letter of dedication of Ficino’s biography to Bindo Ricasoli, published in Filipp
Villani, Liber de civitatis Florentiae famosis civibus, ed. Gustavi Camilli Galletti, Florence:
Mazzoni, 1847, 189: “appellataque tunc passim Florentinorum urbs ex conventu doctissimorum
virorum Athenae alterae. Unde non immerito sane a quodam e doctioribus ita scriptum: debere quidem
literarum studia Florentinis plurimum, sed inter Florentinos Medicibus, inter veros Medices
Laurentio: quocirca nostrorum temporum calamitas maxime miseranda; quandoquidem in nostra
Civitate pro disciplinis ac bonis artibus inscitia et ignorantia, pro liberalitate avaritia, pro modestia et
cotinentia ambitio et luxuria dominantur; atque adeo ut nihil omnino cum Repubblica, nihil cum
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Healthy political bodies produce sane art, artistic production
attends to the pulse of a sane politics. The first symptoms of political
disease therefore appear in the arts, here defined as an index of politics.
In Corsi’s argument, a political breaking-point stands out with marked
clarity as a rupture in literary and artistic production, even, he implies,
for an audience unacquainted with the political circumstances of the city
of Florence.

Modern scholarship has also recognized the epochal watershed
drawn in Florentine culture after 1494. They have, for example, noted a
decline in the appreciation of Ficino’s writings, a decline that for some
marked a “crisis in Florentine humanism.”!® It still needs emphasis,
though, that the broken off history that Corsi and even some modern
historians lamented was part of a systematic campaign of cultural
reversal organized as an official politics of the Governo Popolare. What
modern historians too easily label “crisis” was instead a self-conscious
cultural strategy, designed to produce a kind of culture that could
reclaim its place in politics exactly because of the ways in which it
registered as historical rupture. The self-consciousness of that strategy
bespeaks the state-oriented humanism of Marcello Virgilio Adriani, who
not only occupied a chair at the Florentine Studio but also the First
Chancellor-ship at Palazzo della Signoria. In his lectures, in 1496, he
displayed a striking understanding of the interrelation between arts and
politics. The demise of Rhetoric in the preceding decades in the hands of
that Medicean Poliziano, he informed his audience, had been due to the
fact that “it had been studied and practiced in a city that had been unfree
for sixty years.”!” To his informed listeners that day, the reference was
clear. These sixty years pointed to the period 1434—1494, the epoch of

legibus agatur, sed pro libidine cuncta, ita ut optimus quisque a plebe per ludibrium oppugnetur.
Quam veluti saevissimam novercam detestatus nuper Bernardus Oricellarius, exsulandum sibi duxit
potius quam diutius esse in ea urbe, unda una cum Medicibus omnium bonarum artium disciplinae
atque optima majorum instituta exsularent.” Cited in F. Gilbert, 1944, 121nt1.

8 For a good overview and additional bibliography, see Godman. Also helpful, is
Christopher Celenza, Piety and Pythagoras in Renaissance Florence. The Symbolum Nesianum,
Leiden, Boston, Cologne: Brill, 2001, 1-34.

19 BRF, MS 811, fol. 6r: “Est enim Rhetorica nobis velut encyclios quedam disciplina et in orbem
reditus super his studiis a nobis traditus.” And then: “... illi hactenus non rem, sed ambram
persecuti sunt. Nec minus qui eam sexaginta annis in civitate parum libera studiosius didcerunt.”
Cited and translated in Godman, 156-57.
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Medici rule. Under the pressure of new historical circumstances, Adriani
fashioned his humanism in contrast to the one produced under the
Medici. And for him the path to renewal lay in a re-orientation toward
those utilitarian humanists of the pre-Medicean age.

When Michelangelo quoted Petrarch in the margins of the sheet in
the Louvre, he understood that he produced his sculpture in the midst of
political rupture. Visualizing a breach with art’s former history — literally
broken down in the stripping of attributes — the statue was informed by
and lent interpretative weight to the politics of historical discontinuity
practiced at the church for which it was originally commissioned. On
August 16, 1501, Michelangelo commited to carve the David for one of
the buttresses of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore (Fig. 5). While
some added works of former Medici ownership to their possessions,
others did away with them. In an organized effort of damnatio memoriae
carried out in the years preceding Michelangelo’s commission, Florence
Cathedral broke more than it commissioned. At a location cluttered with
the remains of Medicean memory, iconoclasm was selective but
necessary. However much the Florentines authorities had sought to
prevent the filling up of the church with private chapels and burial
places — those unambiguous markers of family identity —, when Lorenzo
de’ Medici died in April 1492, Santa Maria del Fiore had become a
“Laurentian church.”? In an interior deliberately left sober in decoration,
the traces of Medici dominance stood all the more visible. An epitaph to
the memory of Giuliano de’ Medici was installed there in 1479 to
commemorate Lorenzo de’ Medici brother, murdered by the Pazzi
conspirators while attending mass. Lorenzo had escaped from his
attackers by fleeing into the Sacrestia delle Messe, not only saving his life
but also managing to ward off the overthrow of his family for another
fifteen years. By installing the epitaph, Lorenzo not only commemorated

20 F.W. Kent, 2001. For Medici patronage of the chanting chapels, see Frank A. d’Accone,
“The Singers of San Giovanni in Florence During the Fifteenth Century,” Journal of the
American Musicological Society 14 (1961), 307-58; and for Cosimo de’ Medici’s presence at
Santa Maria del Fiore, see D.V. Kent, 2000, 10-12; and Haines, 1989, 121. For the Medici
control over the Opera del Duomo, the institution in charge of the maintenance and
decoration of the church, see Fabbri, 2001. Documents indicating the presence of the Medici
at the church are published in Poggi, 1: 201-02 (doc. 1004), 2: 131 (docs 2080-81), 133 (doc.
2086), 134 (docs 2090, 2094), 135 (doc. 2099), 153 (doc. 2186).
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his dead brother, the plaque also became an unequivocal sign of the
Medici’s political dominance and victory over its enemies in Florence,
which was further advertised in a medal bearing on one side the
Cathedral’s choir and on the other Giuliano de Medici’s portrait (Fig. 6).
That victory was recognized and undone in 1495, when the authorities
ordered the destruction of the epitaph, not only to erase the memory of
Lorenzo’s brother but also that of the victorious Lorenzo himself, who
after his brother’s death celebrated his greatest political successes at the
very spot where Giuliano had died.?!

Whereas Giuliano’s memorial was broken into pieces, and thus
rendered useless, other cleansing efforts at Santa Maria del Fiore
consisted of the radical transformation of former Medici materials. When
marble stock at the Duomo was low in 1500, marble “coming from the
house of Lorenzo de’” Medici” was allocated to the Capomaestro, the
head of the cathedral’s building works, which he was to use to replace
the wooden floors and altar tables with.?2 Although the practical reasons
for using the material are crystal clear, it is still telling that Lorenzo’s
name is mentioned in connection with the marble. It indicates that dead
material could carry personalized memory, and that memory was
legendary and therefore relevant. Without much doubt the stone
awarded to the Capomaestro in 1500 can be identified with a large
amount of marble stored at Palazzo Medici that Il Magnifico had been
using to build his private library, already half built by 1494.%2 Although it
has long since disappeared from the map of modern Lorenzo studies, the
library was probably among Lorenzo’s most significant building
campaigns. For Lorenzo and his contemporaries, building a library was
not just an act of building a depository for books; the costly marble
architecture housing rare books also expressed the idea of Magnificenza,
the magnificence that came to constitute Il Magnifico’s public persona. In

21 Poggi, 2: 168 (doc. 2272); and Parenti, ed. Matucci, 259-60.

2 Poggi, 1: 228 (doc. 1144): “... marmore existentia in dicta opera et que venerunt ex domo
Laurentii de Medicis.”

2 FW. Kent, 2004, 7. See Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 11: “E facendo Il Magnifico Lorenzo in quel
luogo allora lavorare i marmi, o voglian dir conci, per ornar quella nobilissima libreria ch’egli e i s[u]oi
maggiori racolta di tutto il mondo aveano (la qual fabrica, per la morte di Lorenzo e altri accidenti
trasandata, fu doppo molti anni da papa Clemente ripresa, ma pero lasciata imperfetta, si che per
ancora i libri sono in forzieri)....”
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the 1480s Lorenzo begun to collect rare manuscripts and classical texts at
a more rapid pace (for which reason he was probably building the
library), and managed to purchase some of the greatest antique books.
“To own such rare and valuable objects,” F.W. Kent explains, “was itself
a decidedly magnificent, not to say princely way of behaving.”?* No
traces of Lorenzo’s half finished library remain, and this suggests that it
was demolished after the Medici expulsion, just as the collection of
books and antiquities he planned to house there were burnt on the
bonfires organized by Savonarola or otherwise alienated from Medici
property. In using the marble for the less magnificent purpose of
constructing altar tables, the Opera del Duomo destroyed the last
material remains of Il Magnifico’s dream of Magnificenza.

In the end, everything pertaining to Medici art and patronage at
Florence Cathedral was cleansed, including the constitutional structure
of the Opera del Duomo, the institution responsible for the church’s
maintenance and decoration. Lorenzo de’ Medici had instituted some
far-reaching changes in the Opera, which were all undone after 1494. The
Laurentian office of the Six provveditori was abolished within a month
after the Medici expulsion, on December 5, 1494, and on the same day
the consuls of the Wool Guild abolished the “Borsellino,” the “little
bursar,” instituted in 1477 that contained the names of a select group of
loyal Medici clients, “... because one wants to take away the reasons of
justified complaints, as well as for the vigor of the present times [per
vigore della presente].”?® Times had changed and Florence’s cathedral
workshop had changed with it. These decrees did more than dissolve
two superfluous institutions. They also brought back the institution of
the Opera del Duomo to its former glory, to a point in time considered
uncorrupted by the Medici epoch. The office of the provveditore was
abolished in order to bring back the Opera to a state “in accordance with

2 F.W. Kent, 2004, 148.

25 ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 54, fols. 167r-v; and F.W. Kent, 2001, 368.

2 ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 54, fols. 168r-v: “... pler]ch[e] si tolgavia cagione de giuste querele,
et[iam] pler] vigore della p[reselnte.” Additional documents register the increase of the number
of operai from two to three as of January 1497; ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 39, fol. 44v. This
decision might have been motivated by a wish to render the commissioning process at the

4

Duomo more “republican.” Post-Medicean Florence considered the limited number of
people involved in public decision-making a sign of Medici tyranny, as the deliberations

surrounding the reform of the Florentine constitution make clear.
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the ancient orders of the Guild, “gli ordini antichi dellarte.”” The
dissolution of Medici offices gathered meaning as a process of historical
purification. Art was politics. Art and its commissioning process changed
with the winds of political change. Institutional reform at the cathedral
was carried out using the same language as the constitutional changes
designed at the Palazzo della Signoria.?® As the abolishment of
Laurentian offices at the cathedral aimed to bring back the Opera to “gli
ordini antichi dellarte,” the creation of the Gran Consiglio, the central
organ of the Governo Popolare, was called a restoration of the “antico
vivere popolare.”?

The fact that reform at the Cathedral building works was so closely
related to constitutional reform was a direct consequence of its
composition. Apart from the Capomaestro, three operai served office. The
latter were largely in charge of the commissioning process.* They were
elected for only one year, with one new operaio installed in January and
two others in July in order to prevent the formation of power bases
within this republican body. Their decision-making and language of
conduct grounded in Florentine electoral politics and characterized by
the typical Florentine “politics of consensus,”® the full structure of
governing the Opera asserted its political importance. The officers were
drawn from one of the city’s major guilds, the Wool Guild, which also
supplied candidates for political office at Palazzo della Signoira. Most of
the operai therefore combined their duties within the Opera with offices

27 ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 54, fol. 167r.: “...deputati secondo gliordini antichi dellarte.” The
Medicean institutions within the Opera del Duomo that were abolished in 1495 were
reinstalled by the Medici in 1512 within weeks after the Medici’s return; see ASF, Arte della
Lana, vol. 55, fols. 86v-87r.

28 For constitutional reform after the Medici, see Rubinstein, 1960, 151-52.

» Cited in Felix Gilbert, “Florentine Political Assumptions in the Period of Savonarola and
Soderini,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 20 (1957), 211.

% For the functioning of the Opera del Duomo in relation to the Wool Guild and city
government, see Saalman, 173-95; Haines, 1989; and Fabbri, 2001. The documents relevant
for Michelangelo’s David suggest that the Opera del Duomo regulated the payments for the
decoration and was mostly in charge of the selection of site, artist and medium; see Poggi, 1:
83-84 (docs 448-49). See besides Poggi, the documentation in Gaye, 2: 455-62, supplemented
and partly corrected by Milanesi, 620; Frey, 1909, 107 (docs 14-15); and Seymour, 1967b, 134-
55.

31 The term is from John Najemy, Politics and Consensus in Florentine Electoral Politics, 1280 —
1400, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1982.
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in the city-government. In the unpublished ledgers that hold the names
of the individual operai after 1494, we constantly encounter family names
that had a decisive share in the constitutional reforms that shaped the
period as a whole: the Capponi, Ridolfi, Benci, Pitti, Giugni, Salviati,
Corbinelli, Carnesecchi, Paganelli, Filighiara, and Niccolini.*?> And it is
not surprising to learn that the name of the Medici has completely
disappeared from these records between 1494 and 1512.%

The names of the operai responsible for Michelangelo’s commission
are still unknown. The unpublished ledgers of the Wool Guild, however,
reveal that one of the three operai was Giuliano di Francesco Salviati,
appointed for one year on January 1, 1501.3¢ It seems that Giuliano had a
more decisive share in Michelangelo’s commission than the other two
operai. Not only a key player in the Governo Popolare, his family name is
familiar to Michelangelo students. Throughout his life, the Salviati
provided Michelangelo with the necessary conditions to work through
recommendations and powerful relationships. Extensive evidence for the
artist’s relationship with this family survives in his Carteggio. A letter
recently published by Michael Hirst shows that the Salviati must have
entered the artist’s life much earlier in the sixteenth century. We learn
from the letter, which was written by Francesco Alidosi to Alamanno
Salviati, that in the early spring of 1505 the latter had recommended the
artist to Julius II in the most laudatory terms; no other guarantors were
needed to convince the Pope of Michelangelo’s skills.> Alamanno’s
confidence strongly suggets that connections between his family and the
artist’s antedate the recommendation to Pope Julius I1.3¢ Indeed, in the

32 ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 39, fols. 44v-45r.

3 The first mention of a Medici operaio occurs only in 1519, seven years after the Medici
restoration, when a Galeotto di Lorenzo di Bernardo de” Medici was appointed; ASF, Arte
della Lana, vol. 39, fol. 45v.

34 AOSMF, serie II, vol. 2, nr. 9, Deliberazione, 1498-1507, fol. 28r., for the official record of
Salviati’s election. For the documentation of the appointment in the administration of the
Wool Guild, see ASF, Arte della Lana, vol. 39, fol. 45r., and for the record of the city
government, see ASF, Tratte, 1488-1508, Filza 905, bobina 6, carte 92.

% Hirst, 1991, 763: “[Il] Nostro Signore ..., per il testimonio havete dato del dicto Michelangilo resta
contento et riposato.” Some days later, we encounter the artist in papal employ, working on a
salary disbursed to him by the Salviati bank; see ibid., 765-66 (Appendix A).

% Karl Frey, Sammlung ausgewihlter Briefe an Michelagniolo Buonarroti, nach den Originalen des
Archivio Buonarroti, Berlin: 1889, 117, without having knowledge of the Alidosi letter,
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Opera del Duomo documents we find one member of the Salviati family,
Giannozzo, inspecting marble on Michelangelo’s behalf in 1504.3
Furthermore, a letter of 1519 places Michelangelo, “fifteen years ago,” in
discussions at Palazzo Salviati.?® This sequence of events suggests that
Giuliano Salviati could have had a share in awarding the block of marble
to Michelangelo in the summer of 1501. Having just returned from
Rome, Michelangelo lacked a good Florentine network in these months,
and, as Vasari and Condivi recall, it was in no way certain that
Michelangelo would be awarded the commission for the David.>
Michelangelo and Giuliano were practically neighbors: the artist had
moved in with his father again, who lived only a stone’s throw from the
Palazzo Salviati. Indeed ties of neighborhood would structure the
relations between the Salviati and the Buonarroti for the rest of the
century.

Giuliano Salviati’s influence at the Opera del Duomo was
substantial in the years Michelangelo was working on the David. He had
exercized control at least half a year before it was decided to inspect
whether the marble at the Opera was suitable on July 2, 1501. His
importance for Michelangelo’s work on the David is supported by
additional archival evidence which shows that he was camerlengo, or
treasurer, to the Opera del Duomo from January 1 to July 1, 1502.4* His
appointment directly followed his office as operaio which ended on the
day he accepted his new post, making Salviati a crucial figure at the
Opera for the full span from January 1501 to July 1502. In its most rigid
definition, the office of treasurer entailed the institution’s bookkeeping
and the allocations of funds to those working in its employ or on basis of

believed that Jacopo Salviati had known the artist from very early. I owe this reference to
Michael Hirst.

% Poggi, 1: 146 (doc. 2154).

3 Carteggio, 2: 176 (Letter Tommaso di Tolfo in Adrianopoli to Micheangelo in Florence,
1.iv.1519).

% Vasari 6: 18; Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 21.

40 Carteggio, 1: 237-39, 290, 337-38; 2: 55, 84, 116, 136-37, 143-44; 3: 125, 158, 162, 178-79, 355-56.
Jacopo Salviati’s participation in the San Lorenzo projects has been studied by Wallace, 1994,
22-23 and passim.

41 AOSMF, serie VIIL.3, vol. VII.,, Entrata e Uscita, 1499-1502, no. LI, unnumbered folio
preceding fol. 1r. For the disbursements made during his term of office, see ibid., fols. 1r.-
73v.
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a piecemeal salary.*? The office put Giuliano Salviati in charge of the first
payments for the David. On March 5, 1502, he disbursed to Michelangelo
thirty fiorini larghi d’oro in oro and on June 28, he paid him another
thirty.#> More broadly defined, the camerlengo could also exercise his
influence in assessing the value of works produced for the cathedral.
Giuliano probably used this influence when the David was re-evaluated
and its price fixed to the large sum of 400 fiorini larghi d’oro in oro to be
paid to the artist at completion.*

Giuliano Salviati’s involvement placed politics at the heart of
Michelangelo’s commission. In January and February of 1498, Salviati
filled the highest office of Gonfaloniere di Giustizia in the Florentine
Government.* During his tenure as Gonfaloniere, he ordered Savonarola
to compose the Trattato circa el reggimento e governo della citta di Firenze, a
theoretical treatise on the Governo Popolare dedicated to Salviati
himself.#¢ The complete treatise highlights the importance of the
restoration of traditional forms of government predating the period of

2 For the office of camerlingo, see Andreas Grote, Das Dombauamt in Florenz, 1285-1370.
Studien zur Geschichte der Opera di Santa Reparata, Munich: Prestel, 1959, 43-67, 99-104; and
Saalman, 177. The official document outlining the tasks of this office, dated December, 24,
1331, was published by Cesare Guasti, Santa Maria del Fiore: La construzione della chiesa e del
campanile seconde i documenti tratti dall’ Archivio nell’Opera Secolare e da quello di Stato, Florence:
M. Ricci, 1887, 33 (doc. 37). The text of the document makes clear that the treasurer disbursed
the money allocated by the commune for the building and decoration of the church and “...
ac etiam ad petendum recipiendum et confitendum omnem quantitatem pecunie que deputata esset vel
deputaretur seu relicta esset vel relinqueretur vel quocumque alio modo wvel causa debetur vel
deberetur in edificatione et pro edificatione et constructione et opera dicte ecclesie Sancte Reparate vel
eius occasione ....”

# For the payments, see Frey, 1909, 107 (docs 14-15).

# For the documents, see Milanesi, 622: “Operaii declarare et fecere dictam mercedem et salarium;
et audita petitione tam facta per dictum Michelangelum, quam voluntate dictorum Consulum ...,
declaraverunt dictum pretium et mercedem dicti Michelangeli pro faciendo et conficiendo plene et
perfecte dictum Gigantem deu David, existentem in dicta Opera et iam semifactum per dictum
Michelangelum, fuisse et et esse florent. 400 largorum de auro in aurum, et iedem dictam summan
persolvendam per camerarium dicte Opere, finito dicte Gigante ....”

4 Cambi, 11: 125.

6 SAT, 435: “Composito ad instanzia delli eccelsi Signori al tempo di Giuliano Salviati gonfaloniere
di giustizia.” For Giuliano’s support of Savonarola, see Hurtubise, Une famille-témoin, les
Salviati, Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1985, 63-68. And for the Trattato, see
Weinstein, 1970, 289-316; and Giovanni Silvano, “Florentine republicanism in the early
sixteenth century,” in Machiavelli and Republicanism, ed. Gisela Bock, Quentin Skinner and
Maurizio Viroli, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, 41-70.
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Medici rule, with the aim of creating a city free from the tyranny. “For
many years, we have been governed by tyrants [who] usurped the
[city’s] liberty and common good,” Savonarola wrote.#” Additional
political offices Salviati held show him to have been directly in touch
with the problem of defending the city against the concrete threats of
Medici return and the approaching armies of Cesare Borgia, who was
trying to benefit from Florence’s fragile political situation. Giuliano was
among the first men to hold office in the Dieci di Balia or Liberta, the Ten
of War reinstalled in 1496, which discussed and designed the policy of
war and defense.*® His prominence in that office is documented around
the years Michelangelo was working on the David; he served terms of
half a year in 1497, 1500 and in 1502.# In a political consultation of June
1502, when the Borgia troops were nearing the city’s gates, we get a
glimpse of Giuliano’s personal concerns with the liberty of Florence. “It
is a thing of great importance,” he wholeheartedly agreed with a fellow
member on the Dieci, Piero Tosinghi, when the latter feared that “we are
in clear danger, nor do we know if our forces are enough to defend
ourselves.”

The Material of Memory

It is no coincidence that Michelangelo’s “Rocta lalta cholonna” appears
exactly there, on a preparatory sketch for the David. The history with
which the sculpture breaks condensed in the block of marble he
inherited in that summer of 1501. Michelangelo’s material boasted a long
memory. It had been found in the Carrara quarries in 1464. In that year,
the sculptor Agostino di Duccio was commissioned to carve a statue
from it for one of the buttresses of Santa Maria del Fiore. After having
worked on it for two years, Agostino left the marble unfinished in the
courtyard of the Opera del Duomo. An attempt in 1476 to finish the
sculpture that involved Antonio Rossellino did not lead anywhere

47 SAT, 448-49: “... siano stati gia molti anni governati da tiranni.”

48 ASF, Tratte, 1488-1508, filza 105, bobina 6, carte 180. For the Dieci di Balia in this period, see
Butters, 1985, 1-46 passim.

499 ASF, Tratte, 1488-1508, filza 105, bobina 6, carte 198-99.

5% Consulte e pratiche (1498 — 1505), 2: 558: “siamo in pericolo manifesto, né sa le forze nostre sono
bastante a difendersi ....”
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either.”® Agostino had been asked to produce a figure “in the form and
manner of a prophet,”>? and a text drafted a month before Michelangelo
received his commission identifies this “prophet” as a “man of marble
called ‘David’.”® Apparently, Agostino di Duccio had spent enough
work on it to enable iconographic identification. Michelangelo hence not
only inherited the material from 1464, but also his iconography. And like
Agostino’s, Michelangelo’s David was commissioned to stand on one of
the buttresses surrounding the cupola of Santa Maria del Fiore, although
it was eventually installed at the Piazza della Signoria.>*

The moment of Agostino di Duccio’s commission, awarded in the
midst of the Medici epoch, raises questions about the sculpture’s relation
to Florence’s ruling family. Admittedly, conclusive evidence for Medici
interference in the Duomo commission is lacking. Commissions for
Florence Cathedral were corporate, and no private commissions were
allowed at the church. From the fourteenth century onwards, the
building and decoration of Santa Maria del Fiore was financed with
public monies the city-government allocated to the Opera del Duoma via
the Wool Guild. The church stood symbol for a corporate Florentine
identity, “able to cover in its shadow all the peoples of Tuscany,” in the
words of Alberti. Associating oneself with that church through

51 For the documents pertaining to the pre-Michelangelo phase of the project, see Poggi. 1: 80-
83 (docs 437-47).

52 Poggi, 1: 81-82 (doc. 441). Agostino’s contract for a preparatory model signed a year before
the contract for the marble version applies the phrase “in forma et maniera di profeta”; Poggi, 1:
80-81 (doc. 437).

5 Poggi, 1: 83-84 (doc. 448): “homo ex marmore vocato Davit.”

5 Although some scholars — most notably Levine — have argued that the David was
commissioned to be installed in front of the Palazzo della Signoria, contemporary sources
make clear that the statue was originally destined to be installed on one of the buttresses of
Santa Maria del Fiore, probably for the south side of the church. A document of July, 2, 1501
already suggests a high location; it records the wish of the Duomo’s authorities to put the
statue “high up”; Poggi, 1: 83-84 (doc. 448). When the decision was made in early 1504 to
install the statue in another location one contemporary was amazed by that decision, for he
believed that Michelangelo’s colossus “was made to be placed on the pilasters outside the
church, or else on the buttresses around it.” And see below.

5 Alberti, De Pictura, ed. Grayson, 32: “...ampla da coprire con sua ombra tutti e’ popoli toscani.”
For the civic importance of Santa Maria del Fiore, see Margareth Haines, “La grande impresa
civica di Santa Mara del Fiore,” Nuova rivista storica 86 (2002), 19-48; and Suzanne Butters,
“The Duomo perceived and the Duomo remembered: Sixteenth-century descriptions of
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patronage could hence be understood as a political investment in that
identity. In the fifteenth century, the Medici had tried several times to
control the Opera del Duomo through a careful manipulation of its
election procedures, those manipulations which were undone by the
post-1494 operai. Lorenzo Fabbri has recently demonstrated that Cosimo
had actively sought to subject the Opera to his politics between 1459 and
his death in 1464, the very period that saw the birth of Agostino di
Duccio’s giant.>® Fabbri explains how Cosimo and his heirs gained
influence in corporate institutions like the Opera not only by changing its
constitution but also by exercising control through their political friends,
a system that had already proven its effectiveness in the city-
government.” The names of the operai in the ledgers kept by the Guild in
the years 1463-64, when the first mentions of Agostino di Duccio’s
commission appear, feature some of Medici’s most trusted friends. They
include degli Albizzi, Salviati, Carnesecchi, Ridolfi, and members of the
Pitti family favorable to the Medici. Evidence of the contact between
these men and the Medici survives in letters that use those familial forms
of address we find in the correspondence between the Medici and their
closest allies, such as “your beloved and greatest brother [tuo charo et
maggior fratello].”

Santa Maria del Fiore,” in: La Cattedrale come spazio sacro: Saggi sul Duomo di Firenze, ed.
Timothy Verdon and Annalisa Innocenti, Florence: EDIFIR, 2001, 457-501.

% Fabbri, 2001, 331-35.

% The Medici managed to establish their political power through the mobilization of friends,
family and neighbors, that holy trinity structuring social relations in the Renaissance. See D.
Kent, 1978; F.W. Kent, “Ties of Neighbourhood and Patronage in Quattrocento Florence,” in
Patronage, Art, and Society in Renaissance Italy, ed. Kent and Patricia Simons, Canberra and
Oxford, 1987, 47-62. Lorenzo de’ Medici’s political success was largely based on his capacity
to run the Florentine Republic like a painter runs his workshop. See F.W. Kent, “Patron-
Client Networks and the Emergence of Lorenzo as ‘Maestro della Bottega’,” in Lorenzo de’
Medici: New Perspectives, ed. Bernard Toscani, New York, 1994, 279-313; and for a slight
adjustment on Kent’s thesis see the analysis of Melissa Marien Bullard, “Heroes and their
Workshops: Medici Patronage and the Problem of Shared Agency,” Journal of Medieval and
Renaissance Studies 24 (1994), 179-98, who argued that Il Magnifico was not so much master of
his bottega, but a master in the bottega, dictating his network from within.

5 ASF, Medici avanti Principato, filza 10, carte 93 (Letter Ruggieri di Tommaso di Andrea
Minerbetti to Giovanni di Cosimo de’ Medici, 5.ix.1460). Minerbetti was operaio from 22
December 1462 to 22 April 1463, when plans for the Tribuna program were launched; ASF,
Arte della Lana, Vol. 39, fol. 44r. For the language shaping political patronage in the
Renaissance, see Kent and Kent, 1982, 1-12.
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By the time Antonio Rossellino was commissioned to finish
Agostino di Duccio’s aborted project in 1476, Lorenzo had taken more
drastic measures to control the artistic patronage at the cathedral than
his father and grandfather. In 1472, he had completely subordinated the
Opera del Duomo to the office of the Six Provveditori of the Alum Reserves,
of which he was himself a member, a measure that put him and his
friends in full control over the artistic patronage at Santa Maria del Fiore,
and one that was again undone immediately after the Medici
expulsion.® It comes as no surprise that Medici’s greatest projects for the
Duomo sprang from the years following these reforms. In 1476 he
organized a competition to finish the church’s facade, launched just
months after Antonio Rossellino was commissioned to finish the statue
of David.®® It is tempting to assume that Antonio’s commission and the
facade competition originated as parts of a single project launched by
Lorenzo. Indeed, plans to put statues on the buttresses around the cupola
and to finish the church facade had formed part of one and the same
building campaign since the early fifteenth century.®

That Michelangelo carved his David out of a block of marble that
physically registered the remains of Medici culture which his
contemporaries tried so hard to erase places the lines on the Louvre
sheet in an almost iconoclastic light. Work on the David amounted to an
endeavor of historical self-awareness as Michelangelo cut away the
material signs of history with every blow of the hammer. Here, carving
might well be understood as an act of historical purification, not much
different from the historically motivated aggression directed at the
Medici memorial inside the church for which he carved the statue and
the efforts of restoring the Opera del Duomo to a state deep in time.
Michelangelo’s was a notable kind of anger. A few days before he began

% F.W. Kent, 2001.

® For Lorenzo’s plans with the facade, see Philip Foster, “Lorenzo de’” Medici and the
Florence Cathedral Fagade,” The Art Bulletin 63 (1981), 495-500; Louis A. Waldman, “Florence
Cathedral: The Fagade Competition of 1476,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 16 (1996), 1-6;
and S.E. Zuraw, “Mino da Fiesole’s Lost Design for the Facade of Florence Cathedral,” in
Santa Maria del Fiore (2001), 79-93.

¢! Margaret Haines, “The Builders of Santa Maria del Fiore: An Episode of 1475 and an Essay
Towards its Context,” in Renaissance Studies in Honor of Graig Hugh Smyth, 2 vols, ed. Andrew
Morrogh et al., Florence: Giunto Barbéra, 1985, 1:89-115, suggested that a lack of funds at the
Duomo in the 1470s prevented Lorenzo from carrying out his projects.
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work on the statue proper, a marginal notation in Michelangelo’s
contract records, he climed the scaffolds around the statue, hammer in
hand, and gave the man of marble called David, “one or two blows with
his hammer, to strike off a certain knot [nodum] that it had in its
breast.” 62

Digging through superfluous marble hence became a removal of
cultural excess. If the David is already visually purged — purged from
iconographical attributes, narrative input and clothing — then purging
becomes a historical cleansing if we understand the history of the block
as Michelangelo did. Machiavelli, writing fifteen years after
Michelangelo finished the sculpture, used the David as exactly such a
metaphor for cultural purification. “And without doubt whoever should
want to establish a Republic in the present era, would find it more easy
to do so among men of the mountains where there is no civilization, than
among those who are used to living in the City, where civilization is
corrupt, as a sculptor more easily extracts a beautiful statue from crude
marble than of one badly sketched out by others,” wrote Machiavelli,
bringing a long argument on the use of religion in politics to a close. For
that former chancellor of the Governo Popolare, spending his working
life in the building where the David guarded the entrance, “male
abbozzato” (the exact same term also used in a reference to the David of
1501) becomes a metaphor for a corrupt civilization.® Michelangelo’s
artistic purification is now read as one of political cleansing. If we follow

62 Poggi, 1: 84 (doc. 449): “Incepit dictus Michelangelus laborare et sculpere dictum gigantem die 13
settembris 1501 et die lune de mane, quamquam prius videlicet die 9 eiusdem uno vel duobus ictibus
scarpelli substulisset quoddam nodum quem habebat in pectore: sed dicto die incepit firmiter et fortiter
laborare, dicto die 13 et die lune summo mane.” Irving Lavin, “Bozzetti and Modelli. Notes on
Sculptural Procedure from the Early Renaissance through Bernini,” in Stil und Uberlieferung
(1967), 3: 98, argued that the nodum was a transferpoint, an argument that suggests that
Michelangelo’s iconoclasm was not just directed at the statue proper but at the design at its
basis.

6 Machiavelli, ed. Martelli, 94 (Discorsi, Book 1, §11): “E sanza dubbio, chi volesse ne’ presenti
tempi fare una republica piu facilita troverrebbe negli uomini montanari, dove non e alcuna civilita,
che in quelli che sono usi a vivere nelle cittadi, dove la civilita e corrotta: ed uno scultore trarra pitl
facilmente una bella statua d'un marmo rozzo, che d’'uno male abbozzato da altrui.” And for the
document, see Poggi, 1: 83-84 (doc. 448): “Operaii deliberaverunt quod quidam homo ex marmore
vocato Davit male abbozatum et sculptum existentem in curte dicte opere et desiderantes tam dicti
consules quam operaii talem gigantem erigi et elevari in altum per magistros dicte opere et in pedes
stare ad hoc ut videatur per magistros in hoc expertos possit absolvi et finiri.”
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the Renaissance definition of sculpture as an art of cutting away excess
(and then we follow Michelangelo) then the removal of marble becomes
an art of removing historical excess.%

Michelangelo literally stripped David until he was left with a basic,
anatomically correct nude man of pristinely blank marble. Draped over
his right shoulder and describing an elegant diagonal over his back, the
sling is too stylized to make it ready for use. Seemingly more subjected
to Michelangelo’s concern for artistry than anything else, this biblical
hero could have never been able to slay a giant with it. And when would
he? Or has he perhaps already killed Goliath? A lack of narratively
relevant details — head of Goliath and so forth — renders these question
impossible to answer. If the absence of Goliath’s decapitated head
suggests that the sculpture shows the moment before battle, substantiated
by the figure’s worrying frown which hints at an approaching enemy
from his left, then these same references are immediately undone by the
relaxed, unalert stance of the body, more suggestive of the moment after.
Not interested in a storytelling David, Michelangelo also made no effort
to render correctly the shepherd’s age at the time of his encounter with
Goliath; he is neither the young boy we encounter in the book of Samuel,
nor the youthful chap of the Quattrocento type, produced by Donatello
(Fig. 8), Verrocchio (Fig. 11) and Ghirlandaio (Fig. 7). Compared to both
text and image, Michelangelo’s David must have appeared strikingly too
old.®

¢+ See Michelangelo’s famous exposition in Saslow, 302 (no. 151): “Non ha l'ottimo artista alcun
concetto, / ch’” un marmo solo in se non circonscriva / col suo soverchio, et solo a quello arriva / la
man, che ubbidisce all” intelletto ....” And for interpretations, see Karl Borinski, Die Antike in
Poetik und Kunsttheorie von Ausgang des klassischen Altertums bis auf Goethe und Wilhelm von
Humboldt, 2 vols, Leipzich: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1914-24, 1: 169-70;
Panofsky, 1924, 65-71; and Charles de Tolnay, The Art and Thought of Michelangelo, New York:
Pantheon Books, 1964, 96-97.

6 See Paoletti, 2001, 636nt9, a point suggested to him by Jonathan Nelson. Yet I do not agree
with Paoletti’s claim that “Michelangelo — or his patron(s) — were less interested in the
biblical narrative than in its propagandistic value for the new Republic.” Michelangelo
tampered with the age of a biblical figure before, in the Roman Pieta. In this case, Condivi
recorded Michelangelo’s own theological explanation for representing the Virgin too young,
a kind of argument that makes it impossible to exchange the woman of the Pieta with women
of flesh and blood, and one that is therefore close to the kind of argument I make in respect
to the David. Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 20, recorded Michelangelo’s words as follows: “ “Non sai
tu, mi rispose, che le donne caste molto piu fresche si mantengano che le non caste? Quanto
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It was the lack of clearly recognizable temporal correlations in
Michelangelo’s sculpture that marked its most obvious break with the
history of Davidean iconography. That history was embodied by
Donatello’s bronze David (Fig. 8), the most well-known of Florentine
Davids. A drawn copy of Donatello’s work accompanied a sketch for the
right arm of Michelangelo’s version on the Louvre sheet (Fig. 4), a piece
of paper that now becomes a point of reference for the separation of
time, for the past and future of David Florentinus. Commissioned in the
early 1430s,% Donatello’s work stood out as something of an unicum for
the greater part of the Quattrocento, generating a copious copying
industry of small scale bronzes that asserted and ascertained its
canonical status (see for example, Fig. 9). Commissioned by Cosimo de’
Medici early in his ascendancy, perhaps within a year after his return
from exile, the bronze ephebe bodied forth much of the visual politics
through which the Medici affirmed their power, probably first installed
in a niche at Cosimo’s old palazzo and from the 1450s onwards placed
on a richly decorated column in the courtyard at the new Palazzo
Medici. Though sharing with Michelangelo’s version the striking aspect
of nudity, the corporeal realism advertised in this body of softness and
boyishness marked a sharp contrast between the then of the Medici past
and the now of that past forgotten in Michelangelo’s counter-image. But
Michelangelo’s departure from Donatello was not more radical than
Donatello’s departure from tradition. One important way to look at the
bronze David is as a statue of usurpation, appropriation and eventually
transformation.

maggiormente una vergine, nella quale non cadesse mai pur un minimo tal freschezza e fior di
gioventu, oltra che per tal natural via in lei si mantenesse, e anco credibile che per divin’ opera fosse
aiutato, a comprobare al mondo la verginita e purita perpetua della madre. Il che non fu necessario nel
figlio, anzi piu tosto il contrario, percio che, volendo mostrare che ‘l figliuol de Iddio prendesse, come
prese, veramente corpo umano e sottoposto a tutto quell che un ordinario omo soggiace, eccetto che al
peccato, non bisogno col divino tener indietro ['umano, ma lasciarlo nel corso e ordine suo, si che quell
tempo mostrasse che aveva apunto. Per tanto, non t'hai da maravigliosa se, per tal rispetto, io feci la
Santissima Vergine, madre Iddio, a comparazion del figluolo assai pin giovane di quell che quell’ eta
ordinariamente ricerva, e ‘l figliluolo assai piu giovane di quell che quell” eta ordinariamente ricerca, e
1 figliuolo lasciai nell’eta sua.”

% The most comprehensive dealing with the interrelated questions of dating and patronage is
Caglioti, 2000, 1: 153-222. Also useful is Pfisterer, 344-55.
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By the 1430s, the iconography of David boasted a venerable
history, one Donatello himself had helped to shape. Some twenty years
earlier, he had carved a David in marble (Fig. 10). That statue is clothed;
and despite its contrapposto pose and size this marble David has little in
common with the naked bronze in Medici possession. Donatello’s
marble version had been installed in one of the council rooms at Palazzo
della Signoria, where it carried an inscription that once read, “For those
who fight for the fatherland, God will offer aid, even against the most
terrible foes.”®” The text refers to the power of God in the protection of
Florence. It harks back to the first book of Samuel, which highlights
divine providence in David’s battle with Goliath (1 Samuel 16) and
touches the heart of the specific political meaning of David for Florence.
The image of a young, inexperienced shepherd’s boy conquering a giant
philistine with just a sling, but under the full protection of God, served
the Florentine state well, a small Republic under constant threat from the
seigniorial state of Milan. David was known as a symbol of a people’s
divine protection since the times of Dante, who tried to convince his
readers of the ever-presence of divine providence in battles with
reference to David’s victory over Goliath, “for it is very foolish to
suppose that strength sustained by God in a champion might be unequal
to the task.” 68

The bronze Medici David usurped the ideology of freedom - in
Geertz’s understanding of ideology — in an inscription of comparable
phrasing, “The victor is whoever defends the fatherland. God crushes
the wrath of an enormous foe. Behold! A boy overcame a great tyrant.
Conquer, o citizens!”® Victor becomes Medici. A David stood in their

¢ Donato, 91: PRO PATRIA FORTITER DIMICANTIBUS ETIAM ADVERSUS TERRIBILISSIMOS HOSTES
DUES PRESTAT . VICTORIAM. See Janson, 1957, 2: 3-7, for the documents pertaining to
Donatello’s marble statue. And for a convincing interpretation of the documents, see
Seymour, 1967a.

¢ Dante, De Monarchia (Book 2, §9): “Stulum ... est valde vires quas Deus confortat, inferiores in
pugile suspicari.” Quoted in Donato, 94.

6 VICTOR EST QUISQUIS PATRIAM TUETUR / FRANGIT IMMANIS DEUS HOSTIS IRAS / EN PUER
GRANDEM DOMUIT TIRAMNUM / VINCITE CIVES. See Christine M. Sperling, “Donatello’s
‘Bronze David’ and the demands of Medici politics,” The Burlington Magazine 34 (1992), 218-
24, on the inscription and the occasion of the wedding, where the guests of honor were
seated at tables grouped around Donatello’s statue. Caglioti, 2000, 2: 397-99, records more
versions of the original inscription in manuscripts not mentioned by Sperling.
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courtyard, symbolizing the shift of power from Palazzo della Signoria to
Palazzo Medici, some 600 meters further northwards, where Cosimo de’
Medici, his health deterioriating, began to conduct the politics of the
Florentine state that he de facto ruled from within the walls of his
palace.”” In family possession until the expulsion of 1494, the bronze
David visualized the idea that God’s aid in the defense of the Republic
now worked through the Medici, the family chosen by God to rule the
city.

Donatello’s naked ephebe formed part of a larger program of
cultural usurpation by the Medici, a program that intensified in the late
1460s, when Lorenzo de’ Medici followed in the footsteps of his father,
Piero di Cosimo, as de facto leader of Florence. The young giant-slayer
started to appear in several manuscripts in the Medici collection,”* and
another bronze statue was commissioned from Verrocchio in the early
1470s (Fig. 11). Around the same time, Pietro Collazio dedicated his
poem De duello Davidis et Goliae to Lorenzo. And in Platina’s De optimo
cive, dedicated to Il Magnifico in 1474, a fictive dialogue was staged
wherein the old Cosimo instructed his grandson Lorenzo on the art of
statecraft using David’s subjection of his people as an example. Platina
had Cosimo urge his grandson to keep a good relationship with God:
“We owe much to our Lord. We should consider his acts of kindness to
our country, which he has defended many times against enemy armies,
and which he has also often liberated from famine and plague.”” Thus
building on the familiar trope of divine providence, Platina makes a
former emphasis on the collective citizenry evoked in the inscription on
Donatello’s marble David at Palazzo della Signoria shift to the exclusivity
of Lorenzo’s rule. Platina re-makes God to select one chosen family to
lead the city of Florence to the path of victory, in a gesture that parallels

70 D. Kent, 2000, 239.

7l In an evangelistary decorated by Filippo di Matteo Torelli (Biblioteca Laurenzia, MS. Edili
115, fol. 1); in an breviary decorated by Francesco d’Antonio del Cherico (Biblioteca
Laurenziana, 17.28, fol. 180); and in the Expositio psalmi ‘Miserere Mei” also decorated by del
Cherico (Biblioteca Laurenziana, 19.27, fol. 23v). For the miniatures, see Ames-Lewis, 1979,
141-42 and plts 27-29.

72 “Multum profecto Deo nostro debemus. Inspicienda igitur sun eius merita erga patriam nostram,
quam toties ab hoste et quidem gravissimo tutatus est, quamque etiam a peste et fame persaepe
liberavit.” Translation in Andrew Butterfield, The Sculptures of Andrea del Verrocchio, New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997, 31.
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the shift in the physical location of Florentine government from Palazzo
della Signoria to Palazzo Medici. From a communal symbol of divine
protection in the early fifteenth century, David entered the domain of
privacy under Medici hegemony. In this sense, to borrow the words of
Sarah Blake McHam, the commissioning of Donatello’s bronze David
“represented an unprecedented appropriation by a single family of a
corporate symbol of the state.””

But appropriation existed no less in how the statue appeared than
in what it represented. The bronze David breaks with the past once
symbolized by Donatello’s marble version. The first freestanding bronze
statue since antique times and the first freestanding nude since then, is
held up for veneration in a new version that negates an old tradition. The
novelty of its nudity (with nudity only emphasized by the boots he
wears), was less iconographically determined than historically informed.
The book of Samuel does not account for David’s undressed body. The
text simply implies that the young boy was wearing his shepherd’s
outfit, an implication understood by visual traditions preceding and
following the bronze (compare Figs 7, 10 and 11). Nudity is its most
decided artistic feature, fixing its historical significance in the history of
Florentine art. It struck the first writer of that history, Giorgio Vasari,
who wrote of Donatello’s Medici David: “this figure is so natural in its
lifelines [vivacita] and softness [morbidezza] that it appeared impossible to
artists not to have been cast directly after life.””* Vasari’s statement fits
the bronze well. The realism of the David is corporeal enough to make us
believe that it was actually cast after a workshop apprentice. The statue’s
size corresponds exactly to a fifteenth-century boy of around fourteen,
the age of a workshop apprentice. Even more to the eye of an early
Quattrocento Florentine not as conditioned to naturalism in art as we are
and as Vasari was, the statue must have appeared like a youngster from
the streets of Florence, posing naked in Donatello’s workshop.

Donatello highlighted verism to the extreme. It is as if he makes his
statue say: note my anatomical correctness, the wrinkles in the skin
under my armpits; note how my long hair falls naturally over my

73 Blake McHam, 2001, 34.
74 Vasari, 1: 210: “... la quale figura é tanto naturale nella vivacita e nella morbidezza che impossibile
pare agli artifici che ella non sia formata sopra il vivo.”
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shoulders and how the texture of my hair is differentiated from that of
my skin through a rougher polishing of the bronze; don’t forget to notice
how much effort was put in casting the tassel that hangs from my hat;
note even the grooving of the sword I'm holding to suggest the long use
by the Philistine I just overcame; note how the feathers of his helmet
bend as they push against my thigh; pay attention to the suggestion of
death in the rendering of Goliath’s face, framed by facial hair that covers
in part my foot that trembles him; and note how my foot is richly
embellished with scratched-in decoration. Donatello makes us ask: are
we looking at a representation of the young man from the book of
Samuel, or at a contemporary boy playing David?7>

Some of the statue’s details affirm that the David was meant to be
understood as a Florentine boy in the guise of David, and not as a
biblical figure acting in the pages of Samuel under God’s command.
Take the boots for example. Lavishly decorated with a flourish motif at
the height of the calfs and the balls of David’s feet, they are more the
footgear of a historically specific soldier than that of the unarmed
shepherd’s boy in the book of Samuel. More to the point, the decorative
band around the calfs includes the Florentine heraldic lily (Fig. 12), a
contemporary reference that pushes the bronze away from the world of
the Bible into the contemporary time of Renaissance Florence.” There is
simply no way that the Biblical David could have worn footwear
supporting the Florentine lily. And he could not have sported that hat
either, because it was produced after the latest Florentine fashion, which
would not have gone unnoticed in contemporary Florence.”

Donatello was already famous for such anachronisms in his own
lifetime. Filarete, in his Treatise on architecture of 1461, viewed it as a
breach in decorum. In a passage compressed between an unprecedented
criticism of Donatello’s Gatta Melata and his San Lorenzo Apostles,
Filarete writes: “When you make a figure of a man who has lived in our
times [che sia de’ nostri tempi], he should not be dressed in the antique
fashion but as he was.” “It would be the same to make the figure of
Caesar or Hannibal and make them timid and dress them in the clothes

7> This is a question that also occupied Randolph, 183.

76 For the Florentine lily, see Melinda Hegarty, “Laurentian patronage in the Palazzo Vecchio:
The frescoes of the Sala dei Gigli,” Art Bulletin 78 (1996), 279-80.

77 Randolph, 188.
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that we wear today.” “If you have to do Apostles, do not make them
appear fencers as Donatello did at San Lorenzo in Florence, that is, in the
two doors in the [old] sacristy. It is well to pose the figures in such a way
that their nature shows to advantage, but [one should] not wish to show
so much skill that he falls into the vice of deformity.””® Filarete blames
Donatello’s deliberate anachronism on a highly competitive market that
values anachronistic combinations as artistic tours des forces. He implies
that temporal disruptions undermine iconographical exactness and
therefore corrupt the functionality of the image, whether this be religious
or historical.

Anachronism often leads directly from naturalism because the
latter is the result of the close study of the present, not of historical
models. In the years of Medici hegemony, the veristic ambitions of
Donatello’s art measured art’s success, not its failure. The kind of
quotidian realism exhibited in the bronze ephebe secured Donatello’s
entrance into the history of art that was rewritten by Florentine
humanists at the time. Writers set the short history of Florentine
naturalism into the much older histories of Greco-Roman art that define
naturalism as the measure of historical success. They understood
Donatello’s works as a kind of archeology of the once glorious
naturalistic past described in texts collected by the Medici, such as Pliny,
acquired by Cosimo in 1421. Bartolomeo Fazio wrote in 1456 that
Donatello “seems to form faces that live, and to be approaching very
near to the glory of the ancients.””” Somewhat later in the century
Cristoforo Landino noted that “Donato the sculptor can be counted

78 Filarete’s Treatise on Architecture: Being the Treatise of Antonio di Piero Averlino, known as
Filarete, 2 vols, ed. and transl. John R. Spencer, New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 1965, 1: 306: “Cosi e ancora gli abiti e loro stare. E non fa come el sopradetto, che fece uno
cavallo di bronzo a memoria di Gatta Melata, ed é tanto sconforme che n’e stato poco lodato. Perché,
quando fai una figura d'uno che sia de’ nostri tempi, non si vuol fare coll’abito antico, ma come lui usa
cosi fare. ... Se tu hai a fare apostoli, non fare che paiono schermidori, come fece Donatello in Santo
Lorenzo di Firenze, cioé nella sagrestia di due porte di bronzo. Vuolsi bene atteggiare le figure, per
modo stieno bene il loro essere, ma non tanto che volere mostrare magistero che caschi nel vizio della
sconformita. E non fare come molti ha gia veduti, che hanno tramutato atto degli abiti, che molto volte
hanno alle figure antiche fatto abitu moderni. E in questo pecco Masolino, che molte volte faceva santi
e vestivagli alla moderna. Non si vuol fare per niente e anche di quegli, che son bene per altro buoni
maestri, che hanno armato uomini di questa eta al modo antico, che rispetto é stato questo? ... E di
questo é da biasimare el cavallo antedetto.”

7 Baxandall, 1971, 109.
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among the ancients, admirable in composition and in variety, ready
[prompto] and with great vivacity [vivacita] in pose [ordine] as well as in
situating his figures, who all seem to move.”% The list of such praise
goes on and on well into the sixteenth century.®

Donatello cast himself in a direct lineage with antique art in his
David for the Medici. He modeled his almost pretentious realism on that
of the Spinario (Fig. 13), a work produced in the second century B.C.
which was on public view in Rome and among the most imitated and
well-known classical statues in the Quattrocento.®? A pedigree is cast on
the basis of a shared corporeal realism, given form through the
suggestion of soft flesh in stiff, cold bronze. Compare, for example, the
wrinkles in the flesh, the differentiation between hair and skin and
minute details such as the fingernails with the Medici bronze. The
earliest Renaissance description of the Spinario recognizes precisely this
suggestion of living flesh in cold metal that Donatello rivaled. “One will
find nothing in our times, wrought weaker [mollis] from marble or
earth,” wrote Giovanni Tolentino in the late fifteenth century.® It was
the same quality that Vasari admired in Donatello’s bronze. In the Vite,
the Latin “mollis” translates into the Italian “morbidezza.”

A peculiar detail strengthens the statue’s historical claims (and
reinforces an already disturbing anachronism). A relief of putti carrying
an enthroned figure of Bacchus (?) is displayed on Goliath’s helmet (Fig.
14). It is believed to have been derived from an antique cameo or a
plastercast after it. A piece from the collection of Cardinal Barbaro that
Lorenzo de’ Medici acquired for his own collection of antiquities in the
late 1450s comes remarkably close to Donatello’s antiquarian

8 Landino, ed. Cardini, 1: 124-25: “Donato sculture da essere connumerato fra gl’antichi, mirabile
in composizione e in varieta, pronto e con grand vivacita o nell’ordine o nel situare delle figure le quali
tutte appaiono in moto; fu grande imitatore degl’antichi e di prospettiva intesi assai.” And see,
Ottavio Morisani, “Art historians and art critics — III: Cristoforo Landino,” The Burlington
Magazine 95 (1953), 270.

81 Sixteenth-century texts are gathered in Pfisterer, 594-97.

82 For imitations of the statue, see Barkan, 146-58.

8 Richard Shonfield, “Giovanni Tolentino goes to Rome: A description of the antiquities of
Rome in 1490,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 43 (1980), 252: “Nullum sane
marmor aesve mollius illo exculptum nostris invenitur temporibus.”
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digression.?* It is likely that the relief on the helmet was a mark of
Donatello’s antiquarianism rather than David’s iconology. The scene
must have been unreadable when the statue stood high on its pedestal in
the Medici courtyard, only visible from the second floor of the Palazzo
Medici, from where it could appear antiquarian, but never
iconographical.®

By owning Donatello’s bronze David, the Medici claimed
possession of a certain history of (Florentine) art, one of an antique-
oriented realism. The viewing circumstances at Palazzo Medici further
pitched the statue against that history. It was placed on a column richly
decorated with antiquarian motifs such as harpies and garlands,8
reminiscent of the classical Sdulenmonument, like the Marcus Aurelius.
Donatello’s David was presented as a substitute antique, installed in the
middle of a courtyard decorated with all’antica medallions with scenes
from classical mythology, such as the Fall of Icarus (Fig. 15), and to be
viewed on the same axis as an antique bust of Hadrian, an antique
sculpture of the virtility God Priapus and two ancient statues of
Marsias.®” Even the inscription, although advertising subject-matter,
asserted the statue’s antiquarian pedigree. Almost certainly written in
Roman capitals — it no longer survives — the inscription satisfied the
hunger for textual fragments of the Renaissance antiquarian. One can
even get the impression that in their hunt for classical remains,
inscriptions were all men like Poliziano cared about.

Shaping and reshaping the visual language through which the
Medici asserted their dominance, the history of art was politicized in
Donatello’s statue of realism, anachronism and antiquarianism. If

8 Ames-Lewis, 1979, 143 and pl. 31. Although some historians have tried to see narrative
coherence between the iconography of David and what they see depicted on the cameo, it is
more likely that the relief on Goliath’s helmet was to serve Donatello’s antiquarianism, not
David’s iconology. Indeed as Caglioti, 2000, 1: 199nt196, has wittedly remarked, the
antiquarian relief must have remained unreadable when the statue stood high on its pedestal
in the Medici courtyard.

8 Caglioti, 2000, 1: 199nt196.

% Caglioti, 2000, 1: 101-52.

8 Francis Ames-Lewis, “Donatello’s bronze David and the Palazzo Medici courtyard,”
Renaissance studies 3 (1989), 235-51.

8 Michael Koortbojian, “Poliziano’s Role in the History of Antiquarianism and the Rise of
Archaeological Methods,” in Poliziano nel suo tempo, ed. L. Secchi Tarugi, Florence: F. Cesati,
1996, 265-73.
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Donatello’s bronze marked the transformation of “Florentine David”
into “Medici David” then it also visualized the even more radical
metamorphosis of the Florentine history of art into the Medici history of
art. Donatello’s sculpture was known as the crowing achievement of a
mimetic tradition already a millennium and a half old, but it was an
achievement that the Medici usurpated. That famous edition of Dante’s
Divina comedia by Landino, in whose preface, cited above, Donatello
appeared as “Donato the sculptor [who] can be counted among the
ancients,” was dedicated to Lorenzo Il Magnifico in 1481. In 1491 Lorenzo
de’ Medici commissioned a commemorative bust of Giotto that was
installed in Santa Maria del Fiore (Fig. 16), a gesture that cast Lorenzo in
the role of protector, preserver and true patron of Florentine culture.
And at Lorenzo’s funerary ceremony the following text, composed by
Aurelio Bienato was read:

Long after the invasions of the Barbarians Italy had put literary
education to sleep, which appeared almost extinguished for many
centuries, Francesco Petrarca and Dante, Florentine poets, were the first
to open the doors of the Houses of the muses, a large threshold across,
to evoke, so to say, that light [of knowledge] from the underworld to the
present again. And around the same time Giotto, comparable to any
Apelles, revived the art of painting. And Donatello, equal to Zeuxis of
Heraclea, created living faces of marble.®

The favorite son of Florentine art history that Donatello had
become, his name proudly advertised as “Donato Florentinus” on
several works, was also “Donatello Mediceae,” his name arguably the
most common Medici household item (the argument would be over
Bertoldo). At Cosimo’s death in 1464, Antonio Benivieni already attested
to the good relationship between the sculptor and Il Vecchio.®® Later in
the century, Vespasiano da Bisticci presented Donatello as something

% Aurelio Bienato, Oratio in funere Laurentii Medice, fol. aiii v.: “quom ingruentibus in Italiam
barbris: litterorum eruditio iam multis seculis sopita penitusque extincta videritur: superioribus annis
Franciscus Petrarcha: & Dantes florentini poete: veluti longo post liminio primi pierias domos
aperuerunt & quasi ab inferis ad superps lumen hoc evocavere. Et picturam tempestate eadem iottus
cuilibet apelli vonferendus animavit. & Donatello Herocleonto zeusi equiparandus. vivos duxit de
marmore vultus.” Cited in Pfisterer, 505-06 (no. 38).

% ETKQMION Cosmi ad Laurentium Medicem, 32; cited in Pfisterer, 496 (no. 21).
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like a Medici court artist, a model later followed by Vasari. Da Bisticci
wrote:

He [Cosimo] was great friends with Donatello ... and because in his
time that art of the sculptors was little practiced, Cosimo, to withhold
Donatello from doing the same, allocated to him certain pulpits of
bronze for San Lorenzo, and he had him make certain doors which are
in the sacristy, and he ordered the bank to pay him a certain amount of
money every week, enough to provide for himself and his four
assistants, and in this manner [Cosimo] supported him. Because
Donatello didn’t dress as Cosimo wished him to, Cosimo gave him a red
mantel and a hat, and he made him [wear] a cape under his mantel, and
he dressed him all anew...."!

Note how Vespasiano casts Cosimo in the role of a patron of the arts in
the proper sense of the word: Medici helps Donatello out because “ne’
tempi sua questa arte degli scultori alquanto venne che gli erano poco
adoperati,” and gives him clothing as further support (which Donatello
only wore once or twice). Building on the classical model of Maecenas,
Vespasiano presents Cosimo as a disinterested patron who creates the
circumstances in which the arts could flourish in Florence, seemingly
without having direct personal benefit from this support. It does not
matter that this account postdates Cosimo’s and Donatello’s deaths by at
least twenty-five years, nor that the story is perhaps apocryphal; what is
relevant here is that towards the end of the century the view was
promoted that Donatello’s statuary and therefore Florentine art could
not have survived without the support of Cosimo. Perhaps Medici’s
claim to Donatello fame is best illustrated by the fact that the artist was

°1 Vespasiano da Bisticci, Le vite, ed. Aulo Greco, 2 vols, Florence: Istituto Palazzo Strozzi,
1970, 1: 193 (Vita di Cosimo de” Medici): “Fu molto amico di Donatello e di tutti pittori e scultori, et
perché ne’tempi sua questa arte degli scultori alquanto venne che gli erano poco adoperati, Cosimo, a
fine che Donatello non si stessi, gli alogo certi pergami di bronzo per Sancto Lorenzo, et fecegli fare
certe porte che sono nella sagrestia, et ordino al banco ogni settimana, ch’egli avessi una certa quantita
di danari, tanto che gli batassino a lui et a quatri garzoni che teneva, et a questo modo lo mantenne.
Perché Donatello non andava vestito come Cosimo arebbe voluta, Cosimo gli dono uno mantello rosato
et una capuccio, et fecegli una cappa sotto il mantello, et vestillo tutto di nuovo, et una matina di festa
glieli mando a fine che le portassi. Portolle ua volta o dua, di poi li ripose, et non gli volle portare pitl,
perché dice gli pareva essere dilegiato. Usava Cosimo di queste liberalita a womini che avessino qualche
virtu, perché gli amava assai.”

52



HISTORY

buried in the Medici parish church of San Lorenzo near the Chapel of
Saints Cosmas and Damian, Cosimo de” Medici's patron saints, after
careful mediation on the part of Cosimo’s son, Piero. Donatello’s status
as a Medici artist was fixed in his death, a Florentine turned into a
Medici commodity.%

The perception of the Medici, and especially Lorenzo Il Magnifico,
as an arbiter of Quattrocento taste is as much part of the modern myth of
a “Laurentian age” as it belonged to the Renaissance itself.” A
hyperbolic appraisal of Lorenzo’s share in shaping and reshaping
Florentine artistic culture not only informs the writings of men like
Poliziano, seeking his patronage, but also the accounts of those hostile to
the regime, like Raffaelle Maffei.”* After Lorenzo’s death, it had become
virtually impossible to distinguish between Lorenzo as a historical figure
and as a symbol of his age. “Lorenzo loved and valued those unique in
every art,” Cerretani wrote years after Il Magnifico’s death.*

The Governo Popolare recognized that Medici politics stood
visualized in the artworks the family had once commissioned and
owned. It therefore engaged in a project of return and restitution, of
replacement and displacement. The bronze David was confiscated from
Medici property by the Florentine government in 1495, together with
Donatello’s Judith and large parts of the Medici collection of antiquities
and put on display at Palazzo della Signoria.”® Appropriating the
material remains of Medici rule in Florence, the Governo Popolare
displayed a kind of territorial behavior that marked the shift in power
with the recuperation of the works of art that had given shape to
Medicean hegemony. Thus the moving of Donatello’s Judith (Fig. 17),

%2 Caglioti, 2000, 2: 429.

% See Melissa Meriam Bullard, “The Magnificent Lorenzo de’ Medici: Between Myth and
History,” in Politics and Culture in Early Modern Europe: Essays in Honor of H.G. Koenigsberger,
ed. Phyllis Mack and Margareth Jacob, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987, 25-58.

% Maffei is quoted in E.B. Fryde, Humanism and Renaissance Historiography, London:
Hambledon, 1983, 131.

% Cerretani, Storia, ed. Berti, 186: “[Lorenzo] amava e valenti et gl'unichi in ogni artte.”

% For the mechanisms of this confiscation, see Luca Gatti, “Displacing Images and Devotion
in Renaissance Florence: The Return of the Medici and an Order of 1513 for the Davit and the
Judith,” Pratiche di scrittura e pratiche di lettura nell’Europa moderna (Annali della Scuola
Normale Superiore di Pisa, Classe di Lettere e Filosofia 23 (1993), 2), ed. Armondo Petrucci,
349-73.
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commissioned by Piero de’” Medici of Donatello in the late 1450s, from
the garden of Palazzo Medici to the Piazza della Signoria was described
by one contemporary in 1495 in his unpublished diary “(a)s a sign of
justice, for having oppressed the tyrant, they placed on the ringhiera to
the entrance of the Palazzo [della Signoria], the Judith of bronze, an
excellent work by Donatello.”*” It was a view publicly promoted by the
city-government, which had a former Medici inscription on the Judith’s
base replaced with the words “The citizens put this here as an example
of the Republic’'s well-being [EXEMPLUM. SAL(US). PUB(LICAE). CIVES.
POS(UERUNT)].” Like his Judith, Donatello’s bronze David symbolized the
removal of power from the Palazzo Medici back to the Palazzo della
Signoria. Installed in the courtyard of the town hall, visible from the
adjacent Piazza for every passer-by, the former Medicean connotations
of the statue were muted when the arms of the people and the commune
were attached to its base in 1498,% emphasizing the conversion of private
ownership into public property. There it stood as a sign of a conquered
politics.

Michelangelo was well aware of those politics, and even involved
in them when he reclaimed a work from the house of the Medici, in
August 1495. In Bologna at that time, he asked his godfather, Francesco
Buonarroti, to reclaim a marble Hercules from the house of the Medici.”
Michelangelo had probably carved the Hercules, now lost, for Piero di
Lorenzo de’ Medici after Lorenzo’s death in 1492.1%0 [Lijke David,
Hercules was a time-honored symbol of republicanism, of a republic free
from one-man rule. An image of Hercules featured on the seal of the
Republic since the beginning of the fourteenth century with an

7 ASF, Manoscritti, 117 (Diario storico di quello ch’e seguito nella Citta di Firenze Cominciando
U'anno 1435 — a tutto il 1522): fol. 66r (new 77r): “Il Vescovo di Volterra [Francesco Soderini] et
Giovacchino Guasconi con [tu]tte trubolenze di fuori, si fece nella nlost]ra citta di Firenze nuova
riforma circa al Governo della Citta, ed in segno di Giustizia, di ‘avere oppresto il Tiranno, riposti in
sulla Ringhiera della Porta del Palazzo, la Giudicta di Bronzo, opler]a egregia di Donatello. [In the
margin:] 1495.”

% ASF, Operai di Palazzo, vol. 8, fol. 111r; and Caglioti, 2000, 2: 404.

% Le collezioni medicee nel 1495. Deliberazioni degli ufficiali dei ribelli, ed. Outi Merisalo, Florence:
S.P.E.S., 1999, 60. See Caglioti, 2000, 1: 263nt163, for corrections of Merisalo’s transcriptions.
100 This has been suggested by Elam, 1992, 58, 60. The restitution of the Hercules to
Michelangelo contradicts the accounts by Vasari and Condivi, who wrote that Michelangelo
had carved the statue in private as a remedy for the sadness he felt after Lorenzo de” Medici
had passed away.
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inscription that identified Florence as Hercules.!'®! Goro Dati, writing
around 1400, exclaimed Hercules “giogante, che andava spegnendo tutti i
Tiranni, e inique signorie, e cosi hanno fatto i Fiorentini.”1®> And again like
David, Hercules became subject to Medici appropriation. The family
commissioned four large-scale canvases of the hero’s deeds from
Antonio Pollaiuolo, which, unsurprising, were seized from Palazzo
Medici in 1495 and installed at Palazzo della Signoria.!%

Michelangelo gave the Hercules to the Strozzi family sometime
before 1506, the year it was recorded at Palazzo Strozzi. If only for the
fact that the Strozzi had been among Cosimo de” Medici’s most fanatical
opponents and had just returned from sixty years of exile,
Michelangelo’s gift was suggestive of the statue’s portent as a symbol of
conquered Medici rule, no less than Donatello’s David. Since Palla Strozzi
had plotted to murder Cosimo de’ Medici in 1434, Palla’s family had
been driven out of the city, and deprived from political office for the
remainder of the fifteenth century; the Strozzi only resumed political
office in 1494 after their enemies had been expelled.!® Only because of

101 Ettlinger, 1971, 121: HERCULAE CLAVA DOMAT FLORENCIA PRAVA.

102 Cited in ibid., 125.

103 See Alison Wright, “The Myth of Hercules,” in Lorenzo Il Magnifico (1994), 323-39. And for
the installation at Palazzo della Signoria, see Caglioti, 1: 292-313, 2: 441-51.

104 In a letter by Lorenzo Strozzi to Buonarroto Buonarroti (20.vi.1506), Strozzi mentions the
statue at his palazzo; see Carteggio indiretto, 2: 323: “La figura intendo si truova a casa, che sta
bene; et mi riserbero altra volta a rringratiarti.” In his note on the letter, Michael Hirst, 323-24,
convincingly argues that the statue mentioned in the letter concerned Michelangelo’s
Hercules. He also points out that the part of the Strozzi palace where Lorenzo and Filippo
were to live was brought to completion at the time Lorenzo wrote the letter, and further
suggests that Michelangelo’s brother, who worked in the Strozzi wool firm, had helped
move the statue from the old to the new Palazzo Strozzi. Michelangelo’s contact with the
Strozzi brothers was frequent during the first years of the sixteenth century. In 1508, he
offered a dagger refused by its original patron, Pierto Aldobrandini, to the Strozzi as a gift.
See William E. Wallace, “Manoeuvring for patronage: Michelangelo’s dagger.” Renaissance
studies 11 (1997), 20-26.

105 Thus when Filippo sought a rapprochement between his family and the Medici in 1508 by
marrying the deceased Piero de’ Medici’s daughter Clarice de” Medici, letters of concerned
Strozzi family members arrived in Florence from all over the peninsula. And when Filippo
pleaded his case for the Otto di Guardia, the magistrate that tried to undo his marriage, he
stressed that he had married Clarice for no other reason than the love he felt for her, recalling
the harm done to his family by Clarice’s family in the past to bring his point home; see
Melissa Meriam Bullard, “Marriage Politics and the Family in Renaissance Florence: The
Medici-Strozzi Alliance of 1508,” American Historical Review 84 (1979), 668-87.
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the Medici’'s expulsion could the Strozzi own Michelangelo’s sculpture,
and only because of the Medici expulsion could the Strozzi rise to
political prominence again (like Michelangelo’s family).

The meaning of the statue as a symbol of a re-conquered liberty
surfaces in extreme clarity in the year 1529, when the Medici had been
expelled from the city once more but were on the verge of a glorious
return. Florence could only retain her liberty by the grace of the King of
France. In an attempt to keep Francis I on Florence’s side, the Florentine
Battista della Palla — an outspoken anti-Medici republican who was
imprisoned after the Medici return of 1530 and subsequently murdered
in prison in 1532 — provided the king with antiquities and modern works
of art, to which end he approached his long-term Strozzi friends. In a
letter of January 1529, he asked for Strozzi’s cooperation, which would
be “to the utility and necessity of the preservation of that most happy
liberty.” Typically, della Palla made an appeal with reference to Strozzi’s
own share in keeping the city’s freedom against Medici forces in 1527.
“As an instrument of Our Lord god to the liberation of our patria,” he
wrote, “we are very appreciative of you and your wife, for which cause I
in particular recognize and confess to you as an instrument of god not
only [for your share in] my return from exile and the recuperation of
liberty, but also the salvation of the state ....”1% It had been Filippo who
had forced Cardinal Passerini and Ippolito de” Medici out of the city in
1527, contributing to the foundation of the second Florentine anti-
Medicean republic.'” In order to preserve Libertas and keeping the

106 Caroline Elam, “Art in the Service of Liberty: Battista della Palla, Art Agent for Francis I,”
I Tatti Studies: Essays in the Renaissance 5 (1993), 82-83 (Appendix 4): “[Vi scrivo] solamente per
havermi voluto guardare in tutto di non agiungere impedimenti a una commessione infra molte altre
ricevuta di costa dal Cristianissimo et dalle cose sue Madre et sorella d'una cosa gratissima et
acciettissima alloro, utilissima et necessaria alla conservatione di questa liberta felicissima a il
particulare stesso che si ricercharia et honestissima et desiderabile da quegli che gli attenevono ....”
“... 10 non ho taciuto né taccero giamai che come a instrumenti di N.S. dio per la liberatione della
patria noi siamo pit tenuti a voi et alla felice memoria di vostra consorte che a tutti gli altri cittadini
insieme, sia detto con pace loro, et non solo della recuperatione della liberta ma della conservatione
dalla desolatione et dalla disfatione sua ....” “... per la qual cosa io in patriculari riconosco et confesso
da voi come da instrumento di dio non tanto la mia restitutione dallo exilio et la recuperatione della
liberta ma la salvatione della patria della disfattione sua, il quale tale et tanto immortale benefficio se io
non reconosciessi et non confessassi, almeno con la lingua non potendo con le opere, crederrei che la
terra non mi sostenessi, che mi inghiettissi lo habisso etc.”

107 Cecil Roth, The Last Florentine Republic, London: Methuen & co., 1925, 196.
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Medici out, Strozzi offered the Hercules as a gift, although della Palla had
initially offered to pay. He deprived his family collection and his city
from one of its most famous works of art, but the gift would promise a
gift in return that was beyond any repayment: the gift of liberty. The
statue was sent to France that same year, where it perished in a fire in the
eighteenth century.!%

In Florence, works of art were made and remade as registers of the
political history from which they arose, shifted from family to family to
mark political change. This counts for artists, not less than for the works
themselves. Artist's names had to be re-appropriated, too. To that end,
the culture of the Governo Popolare made the Mediceanized Donatello
back into a republican artist. At least part of him: Florentines had never
forgotten that the city’s sculptural prodigy had worked at Florence
Cathedral prior to 1434, that he had produced sculpture that could not
have been commissioned by the Medici because it predated Cosimo’s
ascendancy. To stress Donatello’s pre-Medicean origins, they reinvented
the identities of some of Donatello’s Campanile Prophets. A popular
legend emerging at some point during the Governo Popolare identified
two of the statues as the likenesses of the artist’s political
contemporaries. It described the Jeremiah (Fig. 18), commissioned in 1427,
as a portrait of Francesco Soderini and the Habakkuk (Fig. 19),
commissioned in 1423, as a portrait of Giovanni di Barduccio
Cherichini.'® Both Soderini and Cherichini could be considered

108 The statue is documented in a drawing by Israel Silvestre at Fontainebleau in 1649, and in
later copies; see Janet Cox-Rearick, The Collection of Francis I: The Royal Treasures, Antwerp
and New York: Fonds Mercator and Harry N. Abrams, 1995, 302-13.

109 The identification first surfaces in written form in the 1520s in Billi, ed. Benedettucci, 47:
“...e [Donatello fece] due figure nel campanile di detta chiesa [di Santa Maria del Fiore] verso la piaza,
ch’e una ritratta al naturale, che ¢ Giovanni di Duccio Ruchini [Cherichini], e Ualtra Francesco
Soderini giovane: allato I'una e l'altra.” Other sixteenth-century accounts include the Codice
Magliabechiano, ed. Frey, 76, Giovambattista Gelli, Vite d’artisti, ed. Giulio Mancini, in Archivio
Storico Italiano 17/5 (1896), 32-62; Vasari, 3: 209. In addition, Janson, 1957, 2: 40-41, argued that
the myth must have originated in the years of the Governo Popolare. Hans Semper,
Donatellos Leben und Werke. Eine Feschrift zum Fiinfhundertjihrigen Jubildum seiner Geburt in
Florenz, Innsbriick: Verlag der Wanger’schen Universitaets Buchhandlung, 1887, 23, 24, was
the first to comment on the political identity of the two men: “Im Zuccone hat uns Donatello da
Portrit des Florentinischen Biirgers Giovanni di Barduccio Cherichini hinterlassen, eines erbitterten
Gegners der Medici, welcher im Jahre 1433 Mitglied der ‘Balia’ war, die Cosimos Verbannung
beschloss ... [Der Jeremia] stellt den todlichen Feind Cosimos, Francesco Soderini, dar, welcher im
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defenders of republican liberty. In 1433 they had contributed to the
conspiracy against the Medici that led to Cosimo’s expulsion. One
fifteenth-century chronicler even wrote that Francesco Soderini would
have rather seen Cosimo de” Medici strangled than expelled. Donatello,
Francesco Soderini and Giovanni Cherichini were indeed
contemporaries. Post-Medicean Florence could not only date these
statues to the era prior to 1434, it was also able to relate them to a certain
political history, able to politically contextualize their history, as it were.

The Antiquity of Sculpture

Where others recuperated and returned, Michelangelo undressed
history. In Michelangelo David, the boots inspired by the footwear of
Roman soldiers, the antiquarian digression in the scene of putti on a cart
that features on Goliath’s helmet in the Medici bronze are gone, as are
deliberate anachronisms such as the Florentine lilies and the hat in
contemporary fashion — both references to contemporary Florence.
Michelangelo made sure that his David can never be understood as a
Florentine boy playing David. Granted, beyond the artist’s reach, the
David is simply too large to be confused with a real boy. But, and
intentionally, any possible copula between art and life is further undone
by the idealized physiognomy of Michelangelo’s version, far removed
from the portrait-like face Donatello had put on his figure (Figs. 20 and
21). Whereas we could place Donatello’s statue in the historical time of
Renaissance Florence, and believe with Vasari that the boy really
represents a dressed up apprentice in fifteenth-century boots, with
added antiquarian embellishments fashionable in the 1430s and
reminiscent of Medici cultural politics, it is simply impossible to think of
Michelangelo’s David as a document of history.

Jahre 1433 nicht Verbannung, sonder Todtung des gefangenen Medizaers wiinschte und sich selbst
mit einigen anderen Parteigenossen dazu erbot, ihn im Gefingniss zu erwiirgen. Auch hatter er als
Kommissir der Regierung ihn, als er die Verbannung zog, bis iiber die florentinische Grenze zu
fiihren.” For a contemporary account of Cherichini’s and Soderini’s share in the political
upheavels of 1433, cited by Semper, see Giovanni Cavalcanti, Della carcere, dell” ingiusto esilio e
del trionfal ritorno di Cosimo, padre della patria etc. di Giovanni Cavalcanti, Florence: Magheri,
1821, 44.
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That Michelangelo’s sculpture lacks any documentary qualities
does not mean that it is devoid of reference accept to itself. The statue
easily slides into written narratives of Greco-Roman art and those of its
fifteenth-century rebirth. At least on a generic level it conforms to some
of the most important features of unearthed Roman sculpture: it was
nude, like all ancient statuary found in Rome around the time; it was
colossal, like the statuary described by Pliny and Strabo; it was of
marble, like almost all classical sculpture known to the Renaissance; it
was placed on a public square, reviving ancient customs of honoring
illustrious men described by Pliny; and it carefully imitated the
contrapposto pose that marked the classical canon. What is more, David’s
head, with its characteristic nose and head-dress, evokes antique portrait
busts.’® Michelangelo’s statue might have also reminded the
Renaissance viewer of the anatomical perfection that features so often in
antique accounts of ancient statuary.!! At the same time, Michelangelo’s
statue resists direct comparison to individual examples of antique art,
even for Vasari.!? After having delved into the Census of antique art
known to the Renaissance, art historians remain empty-handed.!’®
Michelangelo’s sculpture nestles more comfortly in theories of imitating
Roman antiquity than in the objects of antiquity proper.

After the Medici expulsion, the imitation of classical models was
rendered more problematic and imitation theories more controversial yet

110 Seymour, 1967b, 47.

111 On the classical canon of anatomical perfection in the Renaissance, see Pfisterer, 412-25.

12 Vasari, 6: 21.

113 Usually the colossal Horsetamers on the Quirinal are cited as a source. In addition,
Michael Kwakkelstein, “The Model’s Pose: Raphael’s Use of Antique and Italian Art,”
Artibus et historiae 46 (2002), 57nt10, proposes a figure on the extreme left on a sarcophagus of
the Lion Hunt in the Cortile del Belvedere, as an alternative antique source for the David’s
pose; for an illustration of this figure, see Bernard Andreae, “Die Sarkophage im statuenhof
des Belvedere,” in Il Cortile delle Statue. Der Statuenhof des Belvedere im Vatikan. Akten des
internationalen Kongresses zu Ehren Richard Krautheimer, ed. Matthias Winner, Bernard
Andreae, Carlo Pietrangeli, Mainz am Rhein: P. von Sabern, 1998, 386 (fig. 19). Charles
Seymour, 1967b, 55, traced Michelangelo’s David back to Trecento images of Hercules that
transform antique prototypes into heroic figures, one of which is on the Porta della Mandorla
at Santa Maria del Fiore close to the location for which Michelangelo carved his sculpture;
Eugenio Battisti, “The Meaning of Classical Models in the Sculpture of Michelangelo,” in Stil
und Uberlieferung (1967), 2: 77, also connects Michelangelo’s conception of David’s body to
the Florentine Hercules type.
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more elaborate, a shift in the understanding of antiquity that also offers
an explanation for the difference between Michelangelo’s David and
Donatello’s. The change of regime produced some serious wrinkles in
the rinascita of antique culture. The open celebration in Laurentian
Florence of classical heroes, such as Aemilius Paulus after his conquest of
Macedonia, on Saint John’s Day disappeared after the expulsion of the
Medici,'* only to return after the Medici had come back in 1512.1%
Savonarola was partly responsible for that decline in classical learning.
Yet the friar never advocated a wholesale rejection of imitating antique
models. Schooled in the humanist tradition, Savonarola’s sermons were
largely structured according to classical rhetoric.!’® He did, however,
question the self-evidence of classical learning as a universal model of
imitation. In a sermon of March 1496, he explained the problems with
imitating Livy. The Histories, Savonarola explained, although conveying
important information about the past, were incapable of serving
contemporary Florentine society. Fixed forever in the times that
produced them, they “were neither made nor written to signify
something else.”!” For the friar, true allegorical meaning could of course
only be read in the histories of the Bible, where typological thought ruled
over historical thinking, where distant moments in time were connected
by that supra-historical force of the History of Salvation — forever

114 Aemilius Paulus appeared on stage in 1491; see Trexler, 1980, 451-52, 486; Sylvia Nerid
Newbigin, “Piety and Politics in the Feste of Lorenzo’s Florence,” in Lorenzo Il Magnifico
(1994), 23; and Hornqvist, 2002, 164.

115 Heidi L. Chrétien, The Festival of San Giovanni: Imagery and Political Power in Renaissance
Florence, New York: Lang, 1994, 63; cited in Hornqvist, 2002, 165.

116 See Hall, 494.

17 SAZ, 1: 75-76: “[Dio] ha fatto scrivere quelle scritture e quelle istorie con quelli nomi e con quelli
loci (come abbiamo dichirarato di sopra) non solo per dimostrare che cosi elle fussino, ma per
significare altro. Non ¢ cosi delle altre scritture: vedi Livio che non scrisse perché quella scrittura
significase cose future, ma solo le passate; non lo puo fare ancora nessuno questo ... Pero nessuna altra
scrittura, se non la Sacra, ha allegoria: non la poesia, come dicono alcuni, perche tre cose si richiedono
alla allegoria: prima, la istoria; secondo, la significazione di altre cose; terzio, che quella istoria sia
statta fatta per significare quello. Dunque le favole de’ poeti non hanno senso allegorico, perche in esse
non e verita di storia. Similiter, non lo hanno le istorie de” pagani, perche non furono fatte ne scritte
per significare altro, ma se qualche volta pare che si allegorizzino, e quella allegoria senso litterale ...
Dunque dobbiamo credere che la Scrittura solo ha la allegoria, e bisognati, quando tu vuoi cavare
allegoria della, Scrittura intendere bene prima la storia, e la verita di quella servare immobile, e sopra
quella fondare el senso morale e allegorico, el qual senso é vago e puossi pigliare in piu modi, ita che
non sta fermo come la istoria.”
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relevant for the now and the future.!!® The stories narrated in both Livy
and the Bible are firmly grounded in history — they really happened, so
to speak —, but Livy’s remain fixed there in history, whereas the meaning
of a biblical history “does not stay still” and “is vague and can appear in
various guises,” and therefore never loses its relevance for the history we
live in.

The distinction between a literal and allegorical interpretation was
in itself not new; but Savonarola’s arguments were. His words firmly
belong to the Renaissance. Livy occupied a central position for the
renewed interest in history that came with Florentine humanism. A copy
of his Histories was kept at Cosimo de’ Medici’s library at San Marco,
where Savonarola was a prior.!® What was so original about
Savonarola’s claim was his argument that Livy’s historical examples bore
no social relevance for contemporary Florence because those examples
were born from historical circumstances that were radically different
from those of the present. In Savonarolan thought, antique models were
never able to transcend their specific, historical fixity. History remained
tixed, “sta fermo,” in the time it was written. Imitation of the antique had
become problematic precisely for a recognition of the historical context
of the imitated model. No less than the humanists he was criticizing,
Savonarola expounded a historicist argument.

An unprecedented sense of historicism also colors some of the
discussions on the imitation of antiquity by humanists more favorable of
antique models than Savonarola. Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, in
his famous letter of 1512 to Pietro Bembo, introduced a novel argument
into the century-old debate De imitatione.'* Although thrusting himself

7

118 For figural thought, see Erich Auerbach, “Figura,” in Scenes from the Drama of European
Literature, tr. Paolo Valesio, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984, 11-76; and
Friedrich Ohly, “Auferbildlisch Typologisches zwischen Cicero, Ambrosius und Aelred von
Rievaulx (1976),” and “Halbbiblische und auperbiblische Typologie (1976),” reprinted in his
Schriften  zur  mittelalterlichen = Bedeutungsforschung, — Darmstadt: =~ Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1977, 338-400.

119 For the centrality of Livy in Renaissance culture, see Giuseppe Billanobish, La tradizione del
testo di Livio e le origini dell” umanesimo, Padua: Antenore, 1981. And for the manuscript copy
of Livy’s Histories in Cosimo’s library, see Berthold Louis Ullman and Philip Austin Sadtler,
The Public Library of Renaissance Florence: Niccolo Niccoli, Cosimo de” Medici and the Library of
San Marco, Padua: Antenore, 1972, 40, 86-87.

120 For the debate De imitatione, see Pigman.
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into the anti-Ciceronian camp that had formerly included the Medicean
Poliziano, favoring the imitation of many different authors instead of
Cicero alone, Pico curbs Poliziano’s enthusiasm with the introduction of
several reservations. Poliziano was famous for his effort to recover the
full spectrum of the classical past, including enthusiastic discoveries of
strange, and in Pico’s eyes, useless words such as the Greek word for
“mole.”?! “We must remember,” Pico wrote, “not to become apes who
choose fault for imitation. There are those who desire to paint moles,
scars, defects, with little or no idea of strength or grace. Not unlike these
are the writers whose greatest care is to find some new word which
perchance slipped out when Cicero was hurried or which has come into
his books by the fault of time.” And then, in full recognition of the
differences between classical and contemporary societies and showing
himself a true historicist, Pico brings his point home:

Some of these geniuses are so torn and distorted that they present the
appearance of a ghost or empty shadow rather than a mind. Themes
increase rather than decrease, for many things have happened in our
own age and the one preceding which that learned antiquity did not
know .... There are some who wish to walk in the tracks of the ancients.
But if the tracks should be found to be larger than ours would our feet
be firm in them or would we slip?122

121 For Poliziano as the inventor of philology, see Grafton, 1991, 47-75.

122 For the Latin text, see Le epistole ‘De imitatione” di Giovanfrancesco Pico della Mirandola e
Pietro Bembo, ed. Giorgio Santangelo, Florence: Olschki, 1954, 29-30, 31-32: “meminerimus
tamen nos simias non esse oportere, quae deteriora sibi deligunt ad imitandum. Sunt enim qui nevos,
qui cicatricesm qui maciem, qui excrementa etiam effingere velint, vel nulla vel minima ratione habita
et lacertorum, et vividi roboris, et gratiae. Ab iis non dissimiles, quibus magna est cura, ut rara
quaepiam vocabula, quae forte aut Ciceroni exciderunt multa scribetni, aut vitio temproum fuere in
eius libros introducta, adeo ut si ab inferis exciteratur, a se prompta negaret, gestientis surripiant ....
” And: “Ita enim macerate sunt nonnulla, et quasi tabe consumpta: alioqui suapte natura formosa, ut
simulacra et evanidae umbrae magis quam vivi animi effigiem praeseferant. Crescunt (ut mea fert
opinion) verius quam decrescant ingenia. Multa enim quae ad rerum spectant notitiam, et nostrum
saeculum, et huic proxima novere, qua docta illa ignoravit antiquitas. ... Nam nec cursu solum
veteribus similes, nec gresso vel esse vel videri volunt quidam: sed ita incedere, ut eorum in vestigiis
ponant vestigial. At si veterum maiora vestigia fuerint, ut eiam corpora: num in illis minor pes
firmabitur, an labascet, si solum maxime subudum fuerit?” Tr. in Izora Scott, Controversies Over
the Imitation of Cicero in the Renaissance as a Model for Style and Some Phases of Their Influence on
the Schools of the Renaissance, New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1910, Part 2:
3, 4.
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Pico’s is a typical anti-Ciceronian argument in his recognition of
the historical distance between himself and his model. The anti-
Ciceronian, Thomas Greene pointed out, “will tend to found his case on
some form of historicism,” whereas “the Ciceronian ... will tend to deny
any effective discontinuity between himself and his master.”!? But for
Pico that distance remained a problem. In contrast to Poliziano, Pico sees
temporal distance as something that cannot be overcome by hard labor
or a virtuoso combinations of sources. A model’s usefulness depended on
the historical context in which it was produced. And it was for the
changes in that context — change of regimes, for intance — that antique
culture possesses many elements unfit for modern society to follow. For
Pico, historical knowledge increases rather than decreases. The historical
changes that had occurred between the fall of the Roman Empire and
contemporary Florence called for a new sense of historical decorum.!?
Perhaps Pico’s remark that classical antiquity should be treated with care
because “many things have happened in our own age and the one
preceding” refers to the expulsion of the Medici, a historical moment
Pico himself lived intensely since he had been one of Savonarola’s closest
allies.'»

Skeptical attitudes towards the imitation of the classics past went
far beyond a simple dichotomy between the religious and profane. In the
discussions surrounding Machiavelli’s plans to introduce a civic militia
in Florence in the years following 1506, skepticism entered the high
politics of Florentine state, that realm where antique imitation had ruled
in the fifteenth century. Leonardo Bruni could still freely mine the
history of classical Rome in his discussion on the militia, published in
1421, but after 1494, such free explorations became restrained, as

123 Greene, 175.

12¢ The term “historical decorum” was coined by Pigman, 29, for Erasmus’s critical thinking
about the imitation of classical models in the Ciceronianus. Although Erasmus himself
claimed that he did not know the Pico-Bembo debate, the Ciceronianus shows in-depth
knowledge of the debate. Erasmus had visited Rome in 1509, at which occasion he heard the
Ciceronian sermons that alarmed him so much; see Pigman, 25-26.

125 On Gianfrancesco Pico, see Charles Bernard Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola
(1469 — 1533) and his Critique of Aristotle, The Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1967, and Werner
Raith, Die Macht des Bildes: Ein humanistisches Problem bei Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola,
Munich: Fink, 1967, 7-21, 95-105.
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examples gathered by Mikael Hornqvist show.!?¢ Initially, in the Del
modo di trattare i popoli della Valdichiana ribellati of 1503, Machiavelli had
suggested suppressing a public revolt in Arezzo by sending new settlers
to town with reference to the Roman conquest of Latium and the
subsequent speech of Camillus, told in Livy, where Camillus argued for
a complete dominance over the Latin peoples by destroying the
province.'’”? However, in 1506, Piero Guicciardini opposed to
Machiavelli’s proposed measurements with the simple objection that this
“was a Roman thing [era cosa de’ Romani] that was not practiced
anymore.”'? Guicciardini thought Machiavelli’s model was unfit to
follow because it was born from the historical conditions of imperial
Rome, which could not be practiced by the Florentines of the Governo
Popolare. Although the model itself might be worthy of imitation, the
historical circumstances that had given rise to it rendered that imitation
impossible because Florence had recently exchanged imperialism for
republicanism. This was exactly the point made by Bernardo del Nero in
Francesco’s Guicciardini’s Dialogo del reggimento di Firenze, written circa
1521-25 but set in the days after the Medici expulsion. Del Nero argued
against introducing a citizen’s militia since it had been established in
Rome in the monarchic period, “so that when the city became free, it was
not difficult, or something new, to maintain a profession which had
nourished the city for hundreds of years already.”!? “And don’t quote
the Romans to me [né mi allegate e’ romani],” Bernardo ended the
discussion. Even Machiavelli, that champion of antique imitation, dared
no longer quote the Romans after his Del Modo, at least not in the
political context of the Governo Popolare. In a letter of September 1506 to
Giovan Battista Soderini, now known as the Ghiribizzi, he breaks off a
long exposition on the historical change of cultures, initially taking the
ancient characters of Hannibal and Scipio as examples but now

126 See C.C. Bayley, War and Society in Renaissance Florence: The De Militia of Leonardo Bruni,
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1961.

127 Livy, Histories, 5.51-54.

128 Consulte e pratiche (1505 — 1512), 77: “fornire la fortezza, guardare bene la citta et governarli
bene. Che mandarci nuovi habitatori era cosa de’ Romani, et che non si usa al presente.” Quoted in
Horngvist, 2002, 166. Guicciardini said so in the midst of discussions in the consulte e pratiche
over the revolt of Arezzo on January 28, 1506.

129 Guicciardini, ed. and tr. Brown, 150; quoted in Hornqvist, 2002, 168.
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introducing two modern examples to proof his point, “since it is not
common practice to quote the Romans....”1® As different as Savonarola,
Gianfrancesco Pico, Francesco Guicciardini and Machiavelli might have
been, in post-1494 Florence, they all had to come to terms with the
problem of culture’s historicity in their discussions of antique imitation.
The political divide of 1494 had forced a similar divide in the reception
of the Roman past, a past now distinguished between monarchic and
republican.

If an understanding of the original historical context from which
texts like Livy’s arose rendered the imitation of literary models
increasingly difficult, then a recognition of the historical context of
ancient statuary made antique imitation in the visual arts almost
impossible. Antique sculpture in its original Roman context becomes,
after all, an instrument in ancient religion. Yet this was exactly the way
that Pomponio Gaurico understood ancient statuary. In his De Sculptura
published with the Florentine Giunti press in 1504, he encouraged artists
to imagine ancient statuary on their original altars and to become
historians of antique religion, not just admirers of pleasing antique
forms: “[the sculptor] must also be an antiquarian who knows for
example why the Romans worshipped Mars in two forms, Gravidus and
Quirinus, one of which was outside in the Campo, and the other inside
the city in the forum.”!¥ Gaurico’s enthusiasm for the historicity of
antique art was shared by many in Rome in the early sixteenth century.
Raphael’s proposal to Leo X to make a historically correct reconstruction
of the ancient city was part of this enthusiasm;'¥ as was Julius II's
campaign, launched in the teens of the Cinquecento, to put ancient

130 Machiavelli, Lettere, ed. Franco Gaeta, Milan: Feltrinelli, 1961, 229: “Ma perché non si usa
allegare i Romani, Lorenzo de’ Medici disarmo il popolo per tenere Firenze; messer Giovanni
Bentivoglio per tenere Bologna lo armo.” Quoted in Hornqvist, 2002, 170-71. Machiavelli’'s words
mark an exception in the rest of his writings. For Machiavelli’s use of Roman models, see
Mikael Hornqvist, Machiavelli and the Romans, Uppsula: Uppsula University, 1996.

131 Gauricus, ed. Chastel and Klein, 55: “Antiquarium quoque qui sciat, Cur uerbi gratia Mars
apud Romanos duplex, Gradiuus, et Quirinus, Alter in Campo olim extra, Alter in foro Intra urbem
colebatur....”

132 Proposed in the famous letter to Leo X of 1519, supposedly written in collaboration with
Baldassare Castiglione; see John Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources (1483 — 1602), 2
vols, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003, 1: 500-45. For the letter, see Ingrid
Roland, “Raphael, Angelo Colocci, and the Genesis of the Architectural Orders,” The Art
Bulletin 76 (1994), 81-104.
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statuary on altars at the Corte Belvedere, which was intended as an actual
historical reconstruction of Roman cult statuary.!®® But that enthusiasm
was not the air that the early sixteenth-century Florentine breathed. After
having visited the Corte in 1512, that child of the Governo Popolare,
Gianfrancesco Pico, saw historical reconstruction as a problem of
idolatry. In a letter to his friend Lilio Giraldi, accompanying his poem De
Venere et Cupidine Expellensis, he complained. “Lilius,”he wrote, “do you
know Venus and Cupid, the gods of those vain ancients? Julius II,
Pontifex Maximus, has procured them from Roman ruins, where they
were recently discovered and has placed them in that most fragrant
citrus grove, paved with flinstone.” Instead of admiring the beauty of the
Venus or making an effort to reconcile the cult of the pagan deities with
Christianity, as the Roman circle around Johannes Goritz was attempting
at the time,'3* this advocate of historicism saw Venus placed there in the
context of her original function as a pagan cult statue, installed on her
pagan altar: “Everywhere ... antique statues are placed, each on its little
altar.” % Pico saw idols rather than aesthetics.

138 For a reconstruction of the Vatican Statue Court, see Hans Henrik Brummer, The Statue
Court in the Vatican Belvedere, Stockholm: Kungl. Boktryckeriet PA Norstedt & Soner, 1970,
20-42. Also see Bram Kempers, “Tot de verbeelding sprekende beelden: de permanente
renaissance van het theater van de oudheid,” in Beeld voor beeld: Klassieke sculptuur in prent,
Amsterdam, exh.cat., Allard Pierson Museum, 2007, 61-70.

134 For Goritz and the Coryciana, see Jozef IJsewijn, “Poetry in a Roman Garden: The
Coryciana,” in Latin Poetry and the Classical Tradition: Essays in Medieval and Renaissance
Literature, ed. Peter Godman and Oswyn Murray, Oxford: Clarendon, 1990, 211-31; and Julia
Haig Gaisser, “The Rise and Fall of Goritz’s Feasts,” Renaissance Quarterly 48 (1995), 41-55.

135 The Latin text of the letters and English translations can be found in E.H. Gombrich,
“Hypnerotomachiana,” in Symbolic images: Studies in the art of the Renaissance, London:
Phaidon Press, 1972, 105-07: “Nostin Lili Venerem atque Cupidinem vanae illius Deos vetustatis?
Eos Iulius secundus Pont. Max. accersivit e romanis ruinis, ante paululum erutos, collocavitque in
nemore citriorum illo odoratissimo constrato silice, cuius in meditullio Caerulei quoque Thybridid est
imago colossea. Omni autem ex parte inqtuae Imagines, suis quaeque arulis super impositae.” Also
see, Luba Freedman, The Revival of the Olympian Gods, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004, 232-33, who in addition quotes part of Pico’s second letter to Giraldi.
Gianfranesco Pico’s diatribes against the pagan cult have often been explained as the result
of a religious fanaticism that he supposedly inherited from Savonarola; see, for instance,
Richard Cocke, From Magic to High Fashion: The Classical Traditions and the Renaissance of
Roman Patronage. Norwich: Mill Hill Publications, 1993, 72. However, underlying Pico’s,
Savonarola’s, del Nero’s, Machiavelli’s, Michelangelo’s and many others” standpoint lies a
dawning historicism. Gombrich (Supra), 107, indeed believed that Pico was reacting against a
real historical reconstruction of the pagan cult: “Maybe we should dismiss this interpretation
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Earlier, fifteenth-century writers had not forgotten about the
original function of antique art which their culture tried to recuperate,
although for them that posed no problems. Both Ghiberti, writing in the
mid 1400s, and Alberti, publishing in the 1480s, knew that the revival of
antique statuary conflicted with a Christianity that had battled for
centuries against the pagan idolaters.!** Some antique works of art were
still understood as idols. A statue of Mars that stood next to the Ponte
Vecchio was described as “l’idolo di Marte” far into the Renaissance,?”
whereas two inscriptions on the south side of the bridge warned the
Florentines against idolatry.!® A notary inventorying the Medici
collection in 1516 labeled one of the items in that collection as “an idol of
bronze on a column [un idolo di bronzo in su una palla].”* But what does
the Renaissance idol look like?

It looks like Donatello’s Medici David. Fifteenth- and early
sixteenth-century artists still used it as a model for the pagan cult statue.

[of Pico] as the mere expression of Savonaralean prejudice. But is it not also possible that the
philosopher’s eyes, sharpened as they were by critical hostility, saw deeper? Can we exclude
the possibility that Bramante was really trying to construct a kind of pagan grove behind the
tremendous structure of the Belvedere, encouraged as he might have been by the equivocal
religiosity of the Hypneroromachia with its talk of ‘Sancta Venere’?,” to which question
Gombrich answered a well-founded “yes” in the closing pages of his article.

136 Ghiberti, ed. Bartoli, 83: “Adunche al tempo di Constantino imperadore et di Silvestro papa
sormonto su la fede Christiana. Ebbe la ydolatria grandissima persecutione in modo tale, tutte le
statue et le picture furon disfatte et lacerate di tante nobilita et anticha et perfetta dignita et cosi si
consumaron colle statue et picture et vilumi et comentarij et liniamenti et regole davano
amaestramento a tanta et egregia et gentile arte. Et poi levare via ogni anticho costume di yolatria
constituirono i templi tutti essere bianchi. In questo tempo ordinorono grandissima pena a chi facesse
alcuna statua o alcuna pictura et cosi fini 'arte statuaria et la pictura et ogni doctrina che in essa fosse
fatta. Finita che fu l'arte stettero e templi bianchi circa d’anni 600.” And Alberti, ed. and tr.
Rykwert, 241-42 (Book 7, Ch. 17): “There are those who maintain that a temple should
contain no statues. ... Yet instructed by our elders and appealing to reason, we would argue
that no one could be so misguided as to fail to realize that the gods should be visualized in
the mind, and not with the eyes. Clearly no form can ever succeed in imitating or
representing, in even the slightest degree, such greatness.”

137 For that statue, see Lucca Gatti, “The Art of Freedom: Civic Identity and Devotion in Early
Renaissance Florence,” PhD diss., University of London, 1992, 135nt432; cited in Geraldine
Johnson, “Idol or Ideal? The Power and Potency of Female Public Sculpture,” in Picturing
Women (1997), 228.

138 See Luca Gatti, “Il mito di Marte a Firenze e la ‘pietra scema’: Memorie, riti ascendenze,”
Rinascimento 35 (1995), 201-30. I thank Stephen J. Campbell for this reference.

139 John Shearman, “The Collections of the Younger Branch of the Medici,” The Burlington
Magazine 117 (1975), 27 (doc. 80).
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When commissioned to illustrate idolatry in scenes of the lives of the
martyr saints who suffered a violent death by pagan emperors, painters
often represented pagan statuary that looked like Donatello’s. The idols
painted by Piero della Francesca, Masolino, Botticelli and others are
made of a bronze-like metal and are always infused with the animation
so characteristic of Donatello’s interpretation. Even Donatello himself
choose his own statue as a model for a pagan statue in the background of
Christ before Pilatus on one of the San Lorenzo Pulpits (Fig. 22). Filippino
Lippi, painting in the first years of the sixteenth century, modeled the
contrapposto pose and the armakimbo of an idol in his predella of the
Lamentation over Lucrezia in Florence (Fig. 23) on the David; and when
commissioned to paint Saint Philip the Apostle before the Altar of Mars in
1504, the same painter took the base of the ex-Medici bronze to place his
pagan deity on (Fig. 24).

When commissioned to imagine idols in their original context of
the pagan cult, Florentine artists fashioned their “historical
reconstructions” after the Medici bronze, including its peculiar setting in
a courtyard on a richly decorated column. In other words, they
understood the most decisive features of Donatello’s statue as those of an
idol: the statue’s all’antica style, its nudity, its bronze, and the way it was
displayed in the courtyard of the Palazzo Medici on a column. Artists
went quite a step further than writers. The antiquarian aesthetics of
Donatello’s art highlighted by men like Landino and Fazio were
historicized by the painters, who placed aesthetic in their original
functionary context. Central to medieval and Renaissance thinking about
idols was the belief that these figures appear driven by a force outside of
themselves; they were believed to be possessed by demons that caused
the apparent animation of dead material.!*! In Filippino Lippi’s St. Philip
before the altar of Mars, in the Strozzi Chapel, Santa Maria Novella, we
witness a dragonlike demon being exorcised from an animated statue of

140 See the medieval definition of idols as “image + column” in W.S. Heckscher, Sixtus III
Aeneas Insignes Statuas Romano Popolo Restituendas Censuit, The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1955, 46; cited in Barkan, 353nt146.

141 See Michael W. Cole, “Cellini’s Blood,” Art Bulletin 81 (1999), 215-33; and ibid., “The
Demonic Arts and the Origin of Medium,” Art Bulletin 84 (2002), 621-40. Renaissance
painters understood this tradition of demonic possession and that is why they sometimes
depicted little creatures coming out of pagan statues.
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Mars (Fig. 24). For the painters, the suggestion of lifelikeness in dead
bronze seems to make the work susceptible to demonic forces.

It is important to emphasize how much this is a visual question and
how difficult it is to define the qualities of the Renaissance idol on paper.
When Pico and others recognized the original cult function of ancient
statuary under the pressure of a mounting historicism, they started to
force a clear divide between images of the pagan Gods and images of
Christian subject-matter without ever pointing out how that divide
operated aesthetically. It was left to artists to point out the difference.
With the awareness that statues of the pagan cult belonged to one
distinct category, images of Christian subject-matter had to be made
their visual counterparts.

Michelanghelo worked out the difference between historical
reconstructions of a pagan statue and an Old Testament giant-slayer
within his own oeuvre, and within five years: in the Bacchus, carved in
1496 in Rome (Fig. 25), which, as a freestanding male nude, directly
preceded the David. Pose unbalanced, expression unpredictable and
contrapposto inverted, the statue shared much with the painted tradition
of pagan statuary “in historical context” mentioned above. And like
Quattrocento painters, Michelangelo went back to Donatello’s bronze
David to model his pagan god on, carving the sculpture as if it were
tilting over.142 Michelangelo’s statue shares with its bronze predecessor
that unmistakable softness of body, boyish and female at the same time.
Vasari already described the androgynous appearance of the Bacchus as a
combination of “the slenderness of masculine youth and the fleshiness
and roundness of the feminine [la sveltezza della gioventin del maschio e la
carnosita e tondezza dell femina],” just as he had written of “the softness [la
morbidezza]” of Donatello’s bronze.!43

142 The Medici David not only preceded the Bacchus as an important example of a life-size,
freestanding figure conceived in the round, Christoph Luitpold Frommel, “Raffaele Riario, la
Cancelleria, il teatro e il Bacco di Michelangelo,” in Giovinezza di Michelangelo, ed. Kathleen
Weil-Garris Brandt, Cristina Accidini Luchinat, James David Draper, and Nicholas Penny,
Florence and Milan: Skira, 1999, 143-48, has also pointed out that the original patron of
Michelangelo’s sculpture, Cardinal Riario, had admired the Medici bronze eighteen years
earlier, when it still stood in the center of the cortile at Palazzo Medici.

143 Vasari, 1: 210.
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Historicism was a driving force behind the making of the Bacchus
from the start. Michelangelo had come to the attention of the statue’s
patron, the Roman cardinal Riario, as a talented forger of antique
sculpture. In 1496, the young artist had tried to sell a statue of a Sleeping
Cupid, now lost, as an original antique to the cardinal; he had even put it
under ground to make it look older. The cardinal suspected
Michelangelo’s deceit and sent an associate to Florence, who confirmed
the suspicion. This associate was Jacopo Gallo, who, impressed by
Michelangelo’s capacities as a forger of antiquities, adopted him in his
Roman household. And although Michelangelo’s Bacchus had originally
been commissioned by Riario, Jacopo Gallo eventually ended up
purchasing it.'¥* The Bacchus remained in Gallo’s sculpture garden,
comfortably nestled between the unearthed remains of ancient Rome.
Tellingly, stories about the statue’s supposed antiquity started to
develop soon after completion, and, even more informatively, some
evidence indicates that Michelangelo himself was behind them, now
having managed to forge an antique twice.!> Forgers are historicists by
necessity, able to produce believable reconstructions of past forms by
suggesting a past use.

Michelangelo’s sculpture registered as a recently unearthed
antique. When Maarten van Heemskerck made a drawing of it in 1533-
36, he portrayed the sculpture with its right hand broken off and its
genitals missing (Fig. 27), marks of the wear and tear of time that
characterized the fragmentary status of antique sculpture in general.¢
Perhaps Michelangelo had initially obliterated the arm we can now see

holding the cup of wine to make his “forgery” more convincing.

144 Early sources pertaining to the statue are conveniently gathered and intelligently
interpreted in Michael Hirst, “The Artist in Rome,” in Hirst and Dunkerton, 1994, 29-35.

145 Hence Francisco de Holanda wondered whether he was looking at an antique or modern
work; see Luba Freedman, “Michelangelo’s reflections on Bacchus,” Artibus et historiae 24.47
(2003), 121; and ].J. Boissard, Topografia Romae Urbis, qua succincte Describuntur omnia ....
[1597], Frankfurt: Matthew Merulan, 1627, 1: 18, thought that Michelangelo purposefully
broke the statue in order to pass it off as an antique. Boissard lived in Rome between 1550
and 1561. Much modern scholarship is of the same opinion as de Holanda and Boissard; they
include Wind, 1968, 180-82; Joachim Poescke, Michelangelo and his World: Sculpture of the
Italian Renaissance, New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996, 75; Barkan, 201-04; and Freedman
(Supra).

146 On the fragmentary state of antique sculptures as an attribute of their pastness, see
Barkan, 119-207.
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Considering Michelangelo’s defacement of the Cupid with mud in the
same year, this is not unthinkable. The cup might have been “restored”
to the sculpture prior to the 1550s, when Condivi and Vasari saw the god
holding it, perhaps by the master himself. Its penis, however, was never
restored. And it looks as if Michelangelo never carved it. The phallus
seems meticulously chiseled away and not broken off; its scrotum was
left intact.'¥” However carefully carried out, in suggesting that the god’s
phallus had been removed, Michelangelo also insisted that it had been
made subject to some violent act that had occurred in the sculpture’s
fabricated “history.” Michelangelo knew that antique statues were often
unearthed with their genitals missing. The Torso Belvedere and the Apollo
Belvedere are just two famous examples. And he must have also known
that it was a kind of damage that could boast more powerful meanings
than other missing parts: missing members registered not just the
anonymous traces of aging but bore witness to a historically motivated
sort of aggression, which had taken place at a precise moment in the
past. This moment was when Pope Gregory ordered all pagan gods to be
knocked of their columns, an episode in the history of art not forgotten
in the Renaissance, as Ghiberti’'s Commentarii demonstrate.*® Some
medieval images that document early-Christian iconoclasm show how
the genitals of these statues were often singled out for special attention
by their iconoclasts (Fig. 27); and others convey how the pagan sexuality
embodied in pagan art could be illustrated through an enlarged penis
(Fig. 28). One of few ancient statues that remained with its genitals intact
was the bronze Spinario (Fig. 13). Penis still attached, its sexuality stands
as a symbol of its idolatrous nature. For the twelfth-century Master
Gregory the genitals of this “ridiculous Priapus,” or vertility god,
denoted its idolatry. “If you lean forward and look up, you discover
genitals of extraordinary size,” Gregory found out on his trip to Rome.#

47 Imagine Michelangelo’s Bacchus falling over. Wouldn’t other parts than its phallus break
off first?

148 For Pope Gregory’s charges against pagan cult statuary, see Tilmann Buddensieg,
“Gregory the Great, Distroyer of Pagan Statues,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld
Institutes 28 (1965), 44-65.

149 The Marvels of Rome, tr. John Osborne, Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies,
1987, 23; quoted in Camille, 85.
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Michelangelo didn’t make his Bacchus as an argument in favor of a
return to medieval prudery, but presented it as an artifact that registers
art’s history. The history that Michelangelo recreates in this image runs
from the times of his statue’s (artificial) origin in the classical world, to
its defacement in the centuries of medieval iconoclasm, all the way into
late fifteenth-century Rome. While establishing itself as a recreation of an
antique sculpture in Gallo’s sculpture garden, it at the same time
evidences the violent history of antique art. For Michelangelo, the forgery
of antique art was not just an act of imitating an antiquated style, it also
entailed a thinking through of the historical trajectory by which it had
arrived in the present.

In the David, Michelangelo avoided all efforts at historical
reconstruction that are so evident in the Bacchus and his interpretation of
Donatello’s bronze, an avoidance that makes the David the absolute
counter-image of both. Michelangelo contrasted a hieratic, static pose to
the distorted and contorted, idol-like body of the ex-Medici bronze, a
semiotics that had been operating in the contrast between positive
imagery of saints and their idolatrous counterparts for centuries.!>
Michelangelo’s David corrects the fragile imbalance of the god of wine
and, by implication, that of the Medici version. From firmly placed feet
rises the straight body of the Old Testament youth. No belly protrudes
outward. Abdomen, profiled head, legs, even the arm that holds the
sling, are contained within the limits of a shallow marble block, a fact
recognized by Vasari and Condivi.’®® Tamed by the limits of the marble,
head upright and the contrapposto Spielbein safely placed within the
body’s contour, Michelangelo’s David is governed by a sculptural order
resistant to the psycho-machia of the Donatello and the pagan possession
of the winegod — both figures who seem to break free from their material
containers. The David reintroduced the definition of sculpture as buttress
that Donatello and the Michelangelo of the Bacchus had deliberately
reversed. In Donatello the buttress is replaced by the feather of Goliath’s
helmet, that caresses David’s thigh instead of suggesting physical
support, and the pansic in Michelangelo’s Roman statue leans against

1% For the semiotics of such contrastig postures, see B. Abou-El-Haj, “Feudal Conflicts and
the Image of Power in the Monastery of St. Amand de Eleone,” Kritische Berichte 1 (1985), 11;
quoted in Camille, 122.

151 Vasari, 6: 20; and Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 21.
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the sculpture instead of offering support, completely subverting the
definition of this sculpture as “freestanding.” 152

If Thomas Greene is right in arguing that the Ciceronianism of
someone like Bembo “draws its absolute rigor from the atemporal,” then
Michelangelo’s David is the ultimate visual example of such atemporal
classicism.!> This is not to claim Michelangelo as a Ciceronian.!** The
atemporality of the David emerged from a sense of historical decorum
that was informed by the discussions of antique imitation within the
Governo Popolare. Overcoming the problems of historical time that
Savonarola, Pico, Guicciardini and Machiavelli saw as an impediment to
the imitation of the antique, Michelangelo produced his David through
recourse to classical art, imitating its premises but not copying its
history. That move was informed by historicism. One first has to become
a historicist before being able to produce a statue that is consciously de-
historicized.

Comparison and Contrast

A culture replaced by new cultural values can only be defined the
Cultural Other if some of the former culture’s most defining visual
tokens remain visible under the new order. Tzvetan Todorov has shown
how the Spanish colonists conquering America and the Mesoamerican
Indians in the sixteenth century left some of the Indians’ gods intact,
visually displaying the Religious Other as a negative value in contrast to
their own Western religion. In Todorov’s precise words, “for idolatries to

152 The reversal of the function of the buttress figure was noted by Nagel, 2000, 92, who also
suggested that this essentially anti-classical feature was at the basis of Riario’s refusal of the
work. The pose of Michelangelo’s David has reminded many critics of Donatello’s St George,
a statue governed by the same conception of freestanding sculpture. Thus Justi, 1909, 141,
wrote: “Die dhnlichkeit mit dem hl. Georg ist nicht zu leugnen; in der Frontstellung mit den
gespreizten Beinen, dem herabhingenden Arm, dem durchdringenden Blick mit den gerunzelten
Brauen.”

153 Greene, 175.

15 Wind, 1968, 182nt14, claimed that Michelangelo was a Ciceronian, strikingly enough on
the basis of the Bacchus: “Michelangelo, from his first visit to Rome, clearly belonged to the
intransigent party ....” For a more balanced view, see Robert J. Clements, “Michelangelo and
the Doctrine of Imitation,” Italica 23.2 (1946), 90-99.
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be uprooted they must first be recognizable.”!>> What Todorov observes
in The Conquest of America seems part of a more widespread
anthropologic phenomenon. Michael Camille writes that medieval man
could never fully abolish the images of idols because they were needed
in a culture defined by comparison and contrast: “no matter how fearful
idols seemed to people in the Middle Ages, they were necessary, and
therefore represented, in order to assert the dominance of another set of
images — those of the Christian Church.”!® And in his remarkable book
on Protestant iconoclasm, Joseph Leo Koerner explains that the spoils of
the iconoclasts were sometimes left visible for the church community to
behold as a negative image in contrast to the true image of the reformed
church. Koerner also points out a less destructive but no less effective
example of the same mechanism. Some prints of the German reformation
criticize the meaning of Catholic models through a strategy of visual
reversal and distortion. While at once taking care to maintain the
compositional structure of the Catholic model, to keep the model
recognizable, these prints speak a “resounding no” to the culture
represented by the model. “The Protestant woodcut strikes a blow both
against the things it depicts and the framing depiction it paradoxically
appropriates,” writes Koerner. By building upon visual affinities, such
prints offer both a critique of the Church as institution as well as the
means through which this institution asserts its authority (by giving
indulgence). “The Church stands condemned by its own
representations.” 1%

The comparison and contrast between Donatello’s bronze David
and Michelangelo’s version works along a similar strategy. Comparison
with Donatello’s David is at once encouraged through the shared feature
of nudity, the same nudity that also works as the contrasting feature
between both artworks. Michelangelo himself had made this
comparison, when drafting a copy of the bronze from memory next to a
study for the right arm of his own David. The private nature of that
comparison was put to work publicly on September 9, 1504 when
Michelangelo’s sculpture was installed in front of the Palazzo della

155 Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America. The Question of the Other, tr. Richard Howard,
New York: Harper & Row, 1984, 203.

15 Camille, 71-72.

157 Joseph Leo Koerner, The Reformation of the Image, London: Reaktion Books, 2004, 116-17.
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Signoria, with Donatello’s statue less than five meters behind it, making
visible the visual language the Medici had politicized and Michelangelo
now counteracted. The famous discussion leading up to the decision to
install the David next to the entrance to the Palazzo and in front of
Donatello’s bronze and not on the cathedral for which site it was
commissioned, centered on issues of artistic comparison and contrast;
they adduce the sculpture’s social functionality from the success of
Michelangelo’s interpretation in contrast to the Donatello bronze.

On January 25, 1504, in the headquarters of the Opera del Duomo
behind the cathedral, a substantial group of artists and artisans gathered
to give advice about the future location of the David. Among goldsmiths,
woodcarvers and master-embroiders, were Leonardo da Vinci, Botticellj,
Piero di Cosimo, Filippino Lippi, Davide Ghirlandaio, Cosimo Rosselli,
Pietro Perugino, Lorenzo di Credi, Giuliano da Sangallo, and his brother
Antonio, the Capomaestro to the Opera del Duomo and two operai. Also
present were the masters of ceremony of the city-government, the First
and Second Herald. Their invitation makes clear that the Palazzo had
been a serious alternative for the cathedral from the moment the meeting
was organized. After the operai had explained the proper way of
presentation, the floor was given to the individual speakers. Their
arguments were recorded in the vernacular. The opening lines of the
document give the following motivation for the meeting:

Considering that the statue of David is almost finished, and desiring to
install it and give it an appropriate and acceptable location, with the
installation at a suitable time, and since the installation must be solid
and structurally trustworthy according to the instructions of
Michelangelo, master of the said Giant, and of the Consuls of the Arte
della Lana, and desiring such advice as may be useful for choosing the
aforesaid suitable and sound installation, etc., they decided to call
together and assemble, to decide on this, competent masters, citizens,
and architects, whose names are listed below in the vernacular, and to
record their opinions, word for word.%

158 “Viso qualiter statue seu David est quasi finita, et desiderantes eam locare et eidem dare locum
conmodum et congruum, et tale locum tempora, quo debet micti et mictenda est in tali loco, esse debere
locum soldium et resolidatum ex relatu Michelangeli, magistri dicti gigantis, et consulum artis lane,
et desiderantes tale consilium mitti ad effectum et modum predictum etc., deliberaverunt convocari et
coadunari ad hoc eligendum magistros, hominess et architectores, quorum nomina sunt vulgariter
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First of all, the text indicates that, for reasons as yet unstated, the location
of David had become open for discussion. That a decision about the
future site could only be made after a public debate bears witness to the
statue’s public function, in evidence already when the statue was not
even properly finished. Aware of the relatively narrow place of the
buttress and the difficulty of installing a heavy marble sculpture on a
location thirty meters above ground - still unprecedented at that time in
Florence - Michelangelo and the consuls sought advice on a
“structurally trustworthy installation.”

The persons present at the meeting suggest five possible locations
for the David. Three-quarters of the speakers whose opinion was
recorded favored the site of the Loggia,'®® and only two out of twenty-
one proposed the cathedral as the best location. From the start of the
meeting, the latter site seemed no longer a serious option, to the surprise
of at least one speaker, a woodcarver named Monciatto who recalled that
the statue “was made to be placed on the pilasters outside the church, or
else on the buttresses around it,” only then to utter with irritated
amazement: “I don’t know your reasons for not putting it there.”16!
Reading through the other comments suggests why the buttresses were
no longer an option. Arguments connect the control of the statue’s
viewability and the protection of the marble against the elements with
socio-political motivation. All are rooted in the public status of the
statue, explicated in Giuliano da Sangallo’s exclamation that day that
Michelangelo’s David was a “cosa pubblica.” “And, consider that this is a
public thing,” Giuliano urged his colleagues, “and consider the
weakness of the marble, which is delicate and fragile; then if it is placed
outside and exposed to the weather, I think that it would not endure.”

notata, et eorum dicta adnotari de verbo ad verbum.” 1 have slightly altered the translation in
Seymour, 1967b, 141.

159 Donatello’s Joshua was made of terracotta. Donatello’s marble David and Nanni di Banco’s
Isaiah were much smaller.

160 A postscript to the document announces: “Li altri Signori nominate e richiesti chol ditto loro,
per piu brevita qui non si scripsono. Ma el ditto loro fu che si riferirono al ditto quelli di sopra, et a chi
uno, et chi a un altro di sopra detti senza discrepanza.”

161 Seymour, 1967b, 144-45: “... fu facta per mettere in su e pilastri di fuori o sproni intorno alla
chiesa: la cause di non vele mettere, non so, et quivi a me pareva stessi bene in ornamento della chiesa
et de’ consoli, et mutato loci.”
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He suggested placing it under cover in the Loggia de’ Lanzi.'®> The
statue’s public importance becomes political in the words of the First
Herald of the Signoria (speaking prior to Giuliano’s alarming advice and
hence unaware of the material’s vulnerability). He opined that

there are two places where such a statue might be erected. The first is
where the Judith is, and the second the center of the courtyard of the
Palazzo, where the David [by Donatello] is. The reason for the first is
because the Judith is an emblem [segno] of death, and it is not fitting for
the Republic — especially when our emblems are the cross and the lily —
and I say it is not fitting that the woman should kill the man. And even
more important, it was erected under an evil star, for from that day to
this, things have gone from bad to worse: for then we lost Pisa. The
David of the courtyard is a figure which is not perfect, because the leg
that thrusts backwards is faulty. For these reasons I would advise
putting this [i.e. Michelangelo’s] statue in one of the two places but with
my preference for where the Judith is now.163

When the herald qualified Donatello’s Judith as a false emblem (of death,
personified by a woman) he implied that Michelangelo’s David was a
true emblem; otherwise he could not have suggested to put the latter in
the former’s place.

But the herald’s ideas do not purely rest on the general
acknowledgement that all images of David could serve as emblems of
the Republic, that the iconography of David itself served politics better
than that of Judith. Here we have a rare documented case where artistic
failure leads to emblematic impossibility and where artistic success
secures political iconicity. It is not iconography itself that counts for the
herald, but the way it is given interpretive value by Michelangelo. Only

162 Seymour, 1967b, 145-46: “... ma poi che é cosa pubblica, veduta la imperfectione del marmo per
essere tenero et chotto, et essendo stato allaria, non mi pare fussi durabile: per tanto per questa causa o
pensato che stia bene nell’arho di mezo della loggia de” Signori....”

163 Seymour, 1967b, 142-45: “Havete due luoghi dove puo supportare tale statua, el primo dove e la
luditta, el secondo el mezzo della corte del palazzo, dove é el Davit: primo perche la Iuditta é segno
mortifero, e’ non sta bene havendo noi la + per insignia et el giglio, non sta bene che la donna uccida
lhomo, et maxime essendo stata posta chon chattiva chonstellatione, perche da poi in qua siate iti de
male in peggio: perdessi poi Pisa. EI Davit della corte e una figura et non é perfecta, perché la gamba
sua di drieto e schiocha; per tanto io consiglierei che si ponesse questa statua in una de’ dua luoghi, ma
piu tosto dove e la Iuditta.”
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Michelangelo’s version was reserved for a political task, a statue that
performs its political creed better in comparison to Donatello’s, “which is
not perfect.” It was only by installing the marble David in the vicinity of
the bronze that a comparison could become fully apparent.

Giuliano da Sangallo’s opinions on the bad state of the marble and
the herald’s comments on the politics of artistic perfection blended into
one argument when the other attendants began to speak about
controlling the viewing circumstances of Michelangelo’s sculpture.
Taking da Sangallo’s suggestion to shelter the statue as a point of
departure, they advised that the David could best be viewed inside the
Loggia de’ Lanzi. A goldsmith proposed that “it is better under cover,
because the people would go and see it, rather than having such a thing
confronting the people; as if we and passersby should go to see it, rather
than having the figure come to see us.”!** At a distance from the public,
under an arch that at the same time dwarves the sculpture and provides
it with a shrine for appreciation, the statue served its purpose most
effectively.

Thus proximity to the street where the people rush to their
destinations would not do Michelangelo’s David justice. Better to move it
away a little from the busy stream of pedestrians, carts and horses trying
to get from one side of town to the other. “(I)f it is not exactly on the
street,” said Antonio da Sangallo, “passersby would take the trouble of
going to see it there.” He proposed to install the David in the Loggia,
where it would be best to enshrine it in “a sort of tabernacle [cappelluzal,”
against the back wall, where people would have to make an effort to go
see it, first climbing a flight of stairs and crossing the space of the
Loggia.!®> The goldsmith’s and Sangallo’s arguments show a concern for
shaping the viewer’s response, for a prolonged kind of looking. In a city
that was full of visual impulses, they strove for an installation that
avoided the cursory glance. Stimulating the viewer to pause on the
aesthetics of Michelangelo’s art, they argued against an inflation of the
image that had rendered art an empty ornament deprived of social

164 Seymour, 1967b, 148-49: “... et stare meglio al coperto, et e viandanti andare a vedere, et non tal
cosa andare incontro a’viandanti, et che noi et e viandanti landiamo a vedere, et non che la figura
venghi a vedere noi.”

165 Seymour, 1967b, 146-47: “... dallato dentro presso al muro nel mezo, chon un nichio nero di
drieto in modo di cappelluza ....”
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relevance. Visual inflation was a problem that arose in the Quattrocento;
too many images were looked at only in passing, which corrupted their
meaning. In a sermon of 1497, Savonarola had told the Florentines
already that “if you put [a work of art] often in front of the eyes, and
therefore you don’t make it a habit to look at it, it then incites you
nothing.” 166

Silence fell in after the meeting closed. Nothing is heard about the
statue until April 1, 1504. On that day, the Consuls of the Wool Guild
and the operai of Santa Maria del Fiore ordered Simone del Pollaiuolo to
move the David to the Piazza della Signoria.'*” This location would come
to no surprise of a reader of the minutes, since the vast majority of the
speakers opted for the Piazza. Nevertheless the statue remained at the
Duomo for a few weeks. By the end of April the Capomaestro received
more detailed instructions about the procedures of the move,!*® and
assisted by Antonio and Giuliano da Sangallo, Baccio d’Agnolo (the
Capomaestro of the Opera del Palagio), and the architect Bernardo della
Ceccha, he prepared for the important and dangerous undertaking of the
journey, designing an ingenious device that could still rouse Vasari’s
admiration.’® On May 14, at midnight, the statue began its journey to the
Piazza, to arrive there on the 18" at noon, after being stoned by vandals
at night.'”® Ten days later, the city-government ordered Donatello’s
Judith to be taken from its pedestal to make room for Michelangelo’s
colossus, which was finally installed there on June 3, albeit on an
ephemeral pedestal for which a marble replacement was commissioned

166 SRM, 2: 372-73: “che ti fusi spesso innanzi alli occhi, ma non pero che tu ne facessi uno abito di
vederla, e che poi la non ti movessi nulla.”

167 Frey, 1909, 107 (doc. 17).

168 Frey, 1909, 107-08 (doc. 19).

169 Vasari, 6: 20.

170 Luca Landucci, ed. 1969, 268: “E a di 14 di maggio 1504, si trasse dell” Opera el gigante di
marmo; usci fuore alle 24 ore, e ruppono el muro sopra la porta tanto che ne potessi uscire. E in questa
notte fu gittato certi sassi al gigante per fare male; bisogno far la guardia la notte: e andeva molto
adagio, cosi ritto legato che ispenzolava, che non toccava co’ piedi; con fortissimi legni, e con grande
ingegno; e peno 4 di a giugnere in Piazza, giunse a di 18 in su la Piazza a ore 12: aveva pin di 40
uomini a farlo andare: aveva sotto 14 legni unti, e quali si mutavano di mano in mano.” Hirst,
2000nt30, publishes the names of the vandals, recorded in ASF, Otto di Guardia, Repubblica
129, vols. 38r-39r, and notes correctly that none of them was part of a pro-Medicean faction.
The stoning of the statue was probably a case of arbitrary vandalism.
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from the Opera eight days later.'”? On September 5, Michelangelo was
paid for the finishing touch,”? and around the same time his statue was
further embellished with a silver laurel wreath, a symbol of victory.1”

Concerns about the vulnerability of the statue were overruled (or
perhaps it was recognized that the marble wasn’t vulnerable at all) and
the political arguments of the herald granted.!”* But the selected location
still respected the statue’s artistic iconicity and the interrelated concerns
for its viewing circumstances, so carefully articulated by some of the
speakers in favor of the Loggia. Michelangelo’s David was installed on
the southern end of the ringhiera, a platform that folded around the
Palazzo della Signoria until it was demolished in the nineteenth century,
at the exact spot where that structure opened to a flight of steps that
provided the main access to the building, as we still see in a late
tifteenth-century painting (Fig. 29). After the expulsion of the Medici, the
stairs and southern end of the platform had again become the visual
focus of the square when a ramp connecting the palace to the Loggia that
had been placed there on Medici orders was taken away in order to
allow for traffic from the Arno to the Palazzo. At that time, too,
Donatello’s Judith was installed “(a)s a sign of justice, for having
oppressed the tyrant,” in the words of the anonymous diarist quoted
above.

The David was installed on a simple, square pedestal, consisting of
a red plate framed by white Carrara marble similar to the sculpture’s
present support, fully integrated into the corner of the parapet.'”> The
base is unusual. Earlier freestanding statuary was often put on a high,
lavishly decorated and inscribed columns, like the spiral one of the Judith

171 Milanesi, 620; and Gaye, 2: 463.

172 Frey, 1909, 109 (doc. 30).

173 Payments for these additions are recorded on October, 31, 1504; see Renzo Ristori,
“L’ Aretino, il David di Michelangelo e la modestia fiorentina,” Rinascimento 26 (1986), 85-86.

174 The 2004 restoration of the David revealed that the statue was in a remarkable good state,
considering the fact that it had been exposed to the elements for four centuries. It was also
noted then that the statue’s hair-style had served to shelter the marble against the rain, like
an umbrella.

175 For a reconstruction of the David’s original installation and its pedestal, see Kathleen Weil-
Garris, “On pedestals: Michelangelo’s David, Bandinelli’s Hercules and Cacus and the
sculpture of the Piazza della Signoria,” Romisches Jahrbuch fiir Kunstgeschichte 20 (1983), 381-
93.
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and Holofernes (Fig. 17). The pedestal of Michelangelo’s David is austere,
lacks an explanatory text, and is small compared to other pedestals. Its
austerity avoided distraction from the sculpture it supported.!”® Meaning
is located in Michelangelo’s statue exclusively, not in the antiquarian
context of the columnar monument and not in an explanatory inscription
that shaped the meaning of Donatello’s works. Raised above street level
and thus kept from the daily bustle of traffic, it stood at least twice as
high as the present copy on the Piazza. Michelangelo’s sculpture was
exclusively accessible from the palace steps or from the ringhiera. The
viewer had to make an effort to see it, had take a few steps back to give it
a second glance. The concerns that the statue would fall victim to a
fleeting glance were overcome.

Installed there and framed by the simple brickwork of the city
palace, Michelangelo’s David became the object of prolonged attention on
special occasions throughout the year. On important feast-days and in
the case of weighty political decision-making, the eight priori and the
Gonfaloniere of the Signoria, the central organ of the Florentine
government, were displayed next to Michelangelo’s sculpture like
statuary, exhibited in an elaborate Tribuna while the city notables walked
by in solemn profession and mass was celebrated on an improvised altar
— all in the eye of the Florentine populace gathering in their Piazza. The
ringhiera, then, had no other function than being a focal point for display,
the display of politics, social spectacle, and imagery. Spectacle peaked
there on September 8, 1504, when Michelangelo’s David was unveiled on
the same day as the new Signoria accepted their offices. The fact that the
unveiling and inauguration rituals happened on one day and were
described in tandem by contemporary witnesses suggests that their
meanings were orchestrated to be connected.’”” While the new Signoria
sat on show for the gathered citizenry to behold — enthroned without
speech, like imagery — Michelangelo’s statue was officially unveiled. Still
partly covered by some enclosure, or maybe even a kind of fabric, “they
laid it completely bare,” in the words of one contemporary.'”® The ritual

176 See ibid., 392, for a similar point.

177, Cambi, 2: 12: “Di detto mese schropisse detto Giughante, e finito tutto addi 8. di Settenbre 1504.
la mattina chentrorono e’ nuovi Ghonfalonieri.”

178 Lapini, 34: “Et a’ di 8 di settembre 1504 fa finito di fabbricare in tutto e per tutto il gigante Davit
in Piazza, e tutto si scopese.”
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made Michelangelo’s David the first statue in art history to have been
officially unveiled. It put unprecedented emphasis on the act of viewing.
If John Shearman is right and Renaissance art demanded a more engaged
beholder, then Michelangelo’s David was where the viewer’s
attentiveness was condensed to the maximum.!”

Installation and artistic interpretation demand the attention of an
eye trained to understand. And here understanding needs comparison.
Before Wolfflin made the one to one comparison the basic tool for our
discipline, the herald already compared one artistic interpretation to the
other, championing Michelangelo’s version over Donatello’s, and for
political reasons. A concern for contrasting forms of the same subject-
matter found a parallel in political writing of the period, where
superficial similarities between the Medici past and the post-Medicean
present were demonstrated to show a profound difference by a learned
eye. In his dialogue concerning the government of Florence set in the
days after the Medici expulsion, Francesco Guicciardini wrote that

(T)he world is so constituted that everything which exists at present has
existed before, under different names, at different times and different
places. Thus everything that has existed in the past is partly in existence
now and partly will exist at other times, returning into being every day,
but in different disguises and different colors [sotto varie coperte e vari
colori], so that without a very good eye one takes it for new and fails to
recognize it. But someone with a sharp eye, who knows how to compare
and contrast [applicare e distinguere] one event with another and
considers what the substantial differences are and which matter less,
easily recognizes it.18

It is remarkable that Guicciardini adduces painterly metaphors to make
his point come across, as if his reading audience could best understand a

179 Shearman, 1992.

180 Guicciardini, ed. Lugani Scarano, 1: 314: “... el mondo e condizionato in modo che tutto quello
che e stato per el passato, parte e al presente, parte sara in altri tempi e ogni di ritorna in essere, ma
sotto varie coperte e varie colori, in modo che chi non ha l"occhio molto buono, lo piglia per nuovo e
non lo riconosce; ma chi ha la vista acuta e che sa applicare e distinguere caso da caso, e considerare
quali siano la diversita sustanziali e quali quelle che importano manco, facilmente lo riconosce, e co’
calculi e misura delle cose passate sa calculare e misurare assai del futuro.” Tr. in Guicciardini, ed.
Brown, 16.
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comparison between different historical moments when the writer offers
visual metaphors. The politics of comparing and contrasting stand at the
heart of his example, as much as it stood at the center of Michelangelo’s
David, which true meaning only came across to those with “a sharp eye.”
Superficially similar to Donatello’s — in subject-matter, that is -
Michelangelo’s David gathered meaning at the deeper level of style.

A Political Icon

For centuries, a people dependant on divine protection in a period of
economic, political and military hardship were symbolized by the
iconography of the Victorious David. Important themes for political
survival — victory in battle, the protection against tyranny, the right of
conquest, a good harvest, civic prosperity — were firmly grounded in the
book of Samuel, in David’s psalms, and the interpretation of David’s
battle with Goliath by Dante and other writers.

Political meaning has been attributed to Michelangelo’s David since
1504, when the herald suggested replacing Donatello’s Judith with
Michelangelo’s David at the meeting of January 25. He could have only
proposed that replacement if he thought that Michelangelo’s version
would help remedy the loss of the harbor city and hence bring back
Florence to its former military glory. In 1504, the war against Pisa, a
territory lost to the Florentines in 1494 following Piero de” Medici’s failed
negotiations with the French king, was indeed the most acute political
issue at Palazzo della Signoria, not least because it drained so much of
the city’s tax money.!8!

To this military meaning of Michelangelo’s statue were added
others. At the unveiling ceremony, the eight priori’s political conduct was
set in a direct symbolic relation to the statue, installed just a few meters
to the right of their Tribuna. That this ritual took place on September 8 is
also no coincidence, for it was the feast day of the Virgin. Contemporary
witnesses attached particular meaning to the fact that both inaugurations
were conducted under the protection of the Mother of God.!® I recall

181 For the financiel and political strains which the war with Pisa put on the Florentine city-
government, see Butters, 1985, passim.
182 See above, note 177.
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here that the importance of the statue’s moment of unveiling had already
been hinted at in the opening lines of the 1504 meeting, organized,
among other reasons, to advise on the installation of the statue “at a
suitable time.”

As a representation of divinely sanctioned rulership unveiled on
the feast day of the mother of God, the David lent sacrosanctity to the
office of the eight priori and the Gonfaloniere of the Signoria.
Sacrosanctity was further strengthened by the function of the ringhiera,
built in the thirteenth century as the city’s main outdoor shrine
exclusively to endow the Signoria’s political actions with sacred
authority, similar to the use of a church altar.!® In fact, the city’s fathers
were sometimes described as saints by contemporaries, who acquainted
these men of flesh and blood with the lifelike statues of saints on view in
the Florentine streets and churches.’8* Their almost divine exemplarity
resonated with that of David, who was often recommended as a model
for the ideal ruler and who had slayed a tyrant to set his people free.

Art historians since Charles Seymour have attributed very specific
political meanings to the David, even presenting particular political and
military circumstance to account for the statue’s commission in August
1501. Some have considered the sculpture in the context of the Pisan war,
others have interpreted it as a warning against those trying to overthrow
the Governo Popolare — including the Medici and Cesare Borgia.!®> And
there is probably good reason to believe that Florentines thought such
statuary as the David to be capable of giving aid in particular instances.
How could the herald have otherwise believed that replacing the Judith
with the David would help gaining back Pisa? And for what other reason
would the eight priori have been inaugurated on the same day as
Michelangelo’s statue? Yet these contemporary accounts also suggest
that the David could fulfill a much greater spectrum of needs. The David
surely did not lose its operational value in 1503, when Cesare Borgia was
imprisoned and Piero de’ Medici drowned, and neither after 1509 when
the Florentines had won the Pisan war. The David stood as a symbol of

183 Trexler, 1980, 49.

184 Geraldine Johnson, “The Lion and the Piazza: Patrician politics and public statuary in
central Florence,” in Secular sculpture, 1350 — 1550, ed. Philip Lindley and Thomas
Frangenberg, Stanford: Shaun Tyas, 2000, 54-73.

185 See for example, Seymour, 1967b; Levine; Lavin, 1993, 51-58.
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the divine protection of the Florentine Republic in every respect of its
political conduct and at any given moment in the future of the Republic,
its divine symbolism secured in Michelangelo’s radical interpretation of
an inherited artistic tradition. Michelangelo’s reflection on the history of
statuary would ultimately initiate an investigation into the origins of
artistic inspiration, an investigation that forms the subject of the next
chapter.
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Marks of Invention

“One says that every painter paints himself [ogni dipintore dipinge se
medesimo],” Savonarola preached at Florence Cathedral in February 1497,
repeating a famous Florentine aphorism. “He does not as much paint
himself as a man, because he makes images of lions, horses, men and
women who are not himself, but he paints himself as a painter, that is,
according to his concept [concetto]; and though they may be different
fancies and figures of the painters that they paint, yet they are all
according to his concept.” Artists were “vain like the philosophers.”!

To a packed church, Savonarola criticized a whole generation of
Florentine painters: those who advertised their craft in church, instead of
producing images of sincere religious belief, the artists that demanded
the viewer’s contemplation of their private fantasie instead of the
religious mysteries figured through the brush. Present in every image he
produced, Savonarola’s artist fashioned self-portraits of his profession in
churches originally reserved for the communication of religion, not for
the articulation of the artistic self. In his view, the time-honored role of
the artist as mere mediator of religious subject-matter had given way to

1 SE, 1: 343: “E’ si dice che ogni dipintore dipinge se medesimo. Non dipinge gia se in quanto uomo,
perché fa delle immagini di leoni, cavalli, uomini e donne che non sono se, ma dipinge sé in quanto
dipintore, idest secondo il suo concetto; e benche siano diverse fantasie e fiqure de’ dipintori che
dipingono, tamen sono tutte secondo il concetto suo.” 1 have partly adjusted the English
translation of this passage in Italian Art (1992), 159.
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one who announced that the painted and sculpted images of Christ, the
saints, the prophets and religious mysteries have no other origin than in
the artist’s own conception, concetto.? That commissions for imagery
dropped in the years Savonarola preached indicates that Florentine
patrons concurred with the preacher that the current state of the
discipline had come to corrupt the religious image.

Savonarola had discovered a divide in the image between a cult of
religion — articulated in subject-matter proper — and a cult of the artist’s
name and self — painting to claim his place in a history of art that favored
a personal, subjective view of things, including religion. It was against a
bourgeoning interest in art’s history and her historical personages that
Savonarola was arguing. Ten years earlier, the split of the Renaissance
image had been explained by Cristoforo Landino, though in laudatory
terms. In his commentary on Dante’s Divina Comedia, Landino paused on
Dante’s pausing at a painting on his way to Purgatory. Halting on the
halted traveler, Landino tries to understand how the poet saw. He wrote:

And he found delight in those images for the love of the painter, that is
of the master that had made them, and for how much he signifies
historically [quanto a I'historia significa], that the artifice and authority of
the artificer moved him to behold [those images], as they do in us. While
looking at the painting, and hearing that it is by the hand of Giotto, it
awakens much in us the authority of that man. And allegorically it
shows that he was looking at the examples of humility for the love of
their maker, that is, for the love of God. The one who says: “Learn from
me, for I am gentle and humb]e in heart.”3

2 For the theoretical notions at the basis of “Ogni dipintore,” see Robert Klein, “ ‘Giudizio’ et
‘gusto’ dans la théorie de l'art au Cinquecento,” Rinascimento NS 1 (1961), 105-16; Martin
Kemp, “ “‘Ogni dipintore dipinge se’: A Neoplatonic echo in Leonardo’s Art Theory?,” in
Cultural Aspects of the Italian Renaissance, ed. Cecil Clough, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1975, 311-23; Green, 153; David Summers, “Aria II: The Union of Image and
Artist as an Aesthetic Ideal in Renaissance Art,” Artibus et historiae 20 (1989), 15-31; and from
the perspective of women artists, Fredrika Jacobs, “The construction of a life: Madonna
Properzia de’ Rossi, ‘schultrice’ Bolognese,” Word and Image 9 (1993), 122-32.

3 Cristoforo Landino, Commento sopra la Comedia, 4 vols, ed. P. Procaccioli, Rome: Salerno
editrice, 2001, 3: 1209: “Et dilectavasi di quelle imagini per amore del fabbro, cioe del maestro, che
I'haveva facte, et questo quanto a I'historia significa, che l'artificio et 'auctorita dell’artefice lo muvea
a guatarla, chome veggiamo in noi. Imperoché se guardiam la pictura, et udiamo quella essere di mano
di Giotto, puo molto in noi l'auctoria de I’huomo. Et allegoricamente dimostra, che guatava gl’exempli
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Landino’s words mark a shift in the perception of imagery, a split of the
image in two faces which origins can indeed be situated in the kind of
culture produced by Dante’s Divina Comedia. At once an allegorical
system of reference that discloses the “examples of humility,” the
painting at the same time asserts the presence of its author, Giotto.
Landino distinguishes between how an image operated allegorically —
evocative of meaning that transcends historical time — and historically —
the painting understood as a link in a historical development that can be
written as a history of art. Art’s historical claim mainly lay in its
imitation of the natural world, in naturalism and illusionism. The vast
production of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century texts celebrating Giotto’s
name and fame, affirm and confirm that he owed his historical
significance to his contribution to the Florentine mimetic tradition.*

Artists made historical claims through signatures. The rise of the
signature bears witness to the historical weight of the image, which it
defines as “artist made.”5 In the case of religious works of art, they fix a
subject-matter as fabrication instead of divine revelation. Rather than
stabilizing the viewer’s gaze exclusively on the timeless divinity of the
subject represented, signatures return the image to history, to the subject
that made it. Giovanni Bellini, for instance, signed his name on a
cartellino, pricked on a twig in the foreground of his Transfiguration, that
reads IOANNES BELLINUS MEPINXIT (Fig. 30). Looking at that painted piece
of paper that advertises Bellini’s skills in naturalistic representation,
toiling and moving in the wind and inviting us to grab it, we become
aware of the work’s author and come to understand the painting’s
illusionism as his, asserting his claim to the historical success that
naturalism secured.®

de I'humilita per amor del maestro, cioe per I’'amore di Dio. El quale dixe: ‘discite a me, quia mitis sum
et humilis corde’.” The biblical reference is to Matthew XI, 29.

* For Giotto’s literary reception, see Peter Murray, “Notes on Some Early Giotto Sources,”
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 16 (1953), 58-80; Baxandall, 1971, 51-78; Enid T.
Falaschi, “Giotto: The Literary Legend,” Italian Studies 27 (1972), 1-27; and Hayden B.].
Maginnis, “The Problem with Giotto,” in Painting in the Age of Giotto: A Historical
Reevaluation, University Park (PE): Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997, 79-102.

> Claude Gandelman, “The Semiotics of Signatures in Painting: A Peirician Analysis,”
American Journal of Semiotics 3.3 (1985), 76.

¢ For Bellini’s signature, see Rona Goffen, “Signatures: Inscribing Identity in Italian
Renaissance Art,” Viator 32 (2002), 317.
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One symptom of the shift from allegory to history was the
collecting of artwork by historically lauded names. In 1490, nine years
after Landino published and seven years prior to Savonarola’s sermon,
Piero de’ Medici acquired a painting with the Deposition on one side and
Saint John and the Virgin on the other from the nuns of San Benedetto.
Although the letter documenting the acquisition described the subject-
matter of the work at great length, it also mentioned its maker: it was
“painted by the hand of Cimabue,” “dipinta di mano di Cimabue.””® By
1490, Cimabue was chiefly known as the founding father of Florentine
art, as a historical figure. He featured in almost every tale about the
origins of Florentine naturalism told in texts dedicated to Piero and his
family. “Cimabue,” wrote Landino in his Commento, “rediscovered the
natural forms [lineamenti naturali] and true proportion, the which the
Greeks called mathematics [simetria], and the figures in the [paintings of
those] superior dead painters he made alive again, and in various poses,
through which he acquired much fame.”® Fame was only dimmed by
Cimabue’s being Giotto’s teacher. “But even greater would he have been
if he had not had such a noble successor in the person of Giotto the
Florentine,” Landino glossed Dante’s famous words, “Cimabue thought
to hold the field in painting and now Giotto holds the cry, and now his
fame is obscured.”!? Piero’s acquisition of Cimabue’s panel was an
investment in a uomo famoso and hence in the glorious art history of his
own city.

That investment was only one symptom of an ever strengthening
Medici identity politics. Around the time that Piero acquired “the

7 [talian Art (1992), 236-37.

8 The letter is published in L. Pagliai, “Da un libro del monastero di S. Benedetto,” Rivista
d’Arte 2 (1905), 153: “Piero di Lorenzo di Piero di Cosimo di Giovanni di Bicci de Medici intese che
noi avamo apud nos una tavoletta dipinta di mano di Cimabue, dipinta da ogni lato: dall’uno lato era
una Dispositione di Croce colle Marie e altri sancti: da I’altro lato era Christo che metteva I'una mano
in sul collo a Nostra Donna, e I'altra a Giovanni vangelista. E mando acchiederla in compera, dove
don Niccholo di Lionardo Biadi priore gliela dono personalmente a di 20 di novembre 1490 ....” The
painting is lost.

° Landino, ed. Cardini, 1: 124: “Fu adunque el primo loanni fiorentino cognominato Cimabue che
ritrovo e’ lineamenti naturali e la vera proporzione, la quale e’ Greci chiamano simetria, e le figure ne’
superiori pittori morte fece vive e di vari gesti, e gran fama lascio di sé.”

10 Landino, ed. Cardini, 1: 124: “Ma molto maggiore la lasciava se non avessi avuto si nobile
successore quale fu Giotto fiorentino.” Dante, Purgatorio, X1, 94-96: “Credette Cimabue ne la pintura
/ tener lo campo, e ora ha Giotto il grido,/ si che la fama di colui e oscura.”
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Cimabue,” his father, Lorenzo Il Magnifico, had installed commemorative
monuments to famous Florentines in Santa Maria del Fiore, including
Giotto — monuments to names more than anything else. “I am the one
[llle ego sum] that brought the extinguished art of painting back to life,”
read the opening words of Giotto’s epitaph (Fig. 16).!! Medici identity
and artistic identiy were also tied up in inscriptions on Donatello’s Judith
and Holofernes. On the bronze cushion that supports the figure group,
Donatello signed his names in Latin capitals: OP[US] DONATELLI (Fig. 31).
And on the column that supported the statue prior to its dislocation to
the Piazza della Signoria, Piero de” Medici’s name appeared: “Piero de’
Medici son of Cosimo dedicated this statue of a woman both to liberty
and to fortitude, whereby the citizens with unvanquished and constant
heart might return to the republic.”!> An image of an Old Testament
woman who had secured the freedom of her people, can now be seen to
focus attention as well on the artist’s virtuoso design and its dedication
to the individual patron’s fearless politics.

Savonarola understood well that the politics of self-fashioning
practiced by artists were intimately related to those employed by
patrons. For him, the presence of the artist’s hand and persona in the
work of art could not be separated from the patron’s presence in the
chapel. “(Y)ou don’t want to know the interior cult of God,” he
addressed Florentine patrons in a sermon on Ascension Sunday 1496,
“but you only attend to outward ceremonies, and you believe that to
endow a chapel or parapet will be fully in honor of God, not
understanding that God only looks at the heart, not at the hands
[mani].”13 And the friar knew well that the identity politics he was

11 TLLE EGO SVM PERQVEM PICTVRA EXTINCTA REVIXIT CVI QVAM RECTA MANVS TAM FVIT ET
FACILIS NATVRAE DEERAT ....

12 SALUS PUBLICA. PETRUS MEDICES. COS. FI. LIBERTATI SIMUL ET FORTITUDINI HANC MULIERIS
STATUAM, QUO CIVES INVICTO CONSTANTIQUE ANIMO AD REM PUBLICAM REDDERENT,
DEDICAVIT. Tr. in Blake McHam, 2001, 36.

13 SRM, 1: 95 (15.v.1496): “Cosi fanno ancora oggi i tepidi, che non vogliono conoscere il culto
interiore di Dio, ma solo attendono alle ceremonie di fuori, e credono che li fare una cappella o
paramento sia tutto l’onore di Dio, e non conoscere che Dio risguarda il core, non le mani, e pero ogni
volta che si scuoprono le loro reti da tirare denari, loro si adirano, e sono i quest’ errore per la loro
superbia e malignita.” Cited in Hall, 515nt11. The combined attack against both producer and
buyer had been a stable combination since the early fifteenth century, when the Florentine
bishop Antonius had attacked both painters and patrons for indecorous religious behavior;
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arguing against had grown from Medici culture. In a sermon of that
same year he talked about the rich spending more money on a chapel
than on donations to the poor, taking the church of San Marco, cluttered
with Medici coat of arms and works of art, as an example. “If I would
say to you: give me ten ducats to give to a poor man, you would refuse
to,” Savonarola challenged his public, “but if I say: spend a hundred on a
chapel there in San Marco, you would do so with the aim to put your
coat of arms there, and you would do so for your own honor, and not for
the honor of God.” 4

However generic a saying “Ogni dipintore dipinge se medesimo” was
(it occurred almost everywhere in art theoretical writings, including
Michelangelo’s), Florentine culture had never forgotten that Cosimo de’
Medici had invented the dictum; the attribution first appears in written
form in a list of aphorisms gathered by Poliziano in the 1470s.'*> It makes
Savonarola’s introductory words “one says [si dice]” translate into
“Cosimo says.” On another occasion, Savonarola had made a similar
pun, again without mentioning Cosimo explicitly by name. When the
preacher launched his criticism against Medici’s aphorism, “the state is
not governed by paternosters,” he added: “that is the saying of tyrants,
not of true princes.”** Even though he cleverly avoided calling his
“tyrant” by name, the reference would have been clear to an audience
well-acquainted to aphorisms.

Only once did Michelangelo surrender to an overt identity politics. He
signed his work for the first and last time in 1500, on the strap of fabric

see Creighton Gilbert, “The Archbishop on the Painters of Florence,” Art Bulletin 41 (1995),
75-87.

4 SAZ, 1: 22-23: “Se io ti dicessi: dammi dieci ducati per dare a uno povero, tu nol faresti; ma se io ti
dico: spendine cento in una cappella qua in San Marco, to I’ farai per mettervi 'arme tua e farailo per
tuo onore, non per onore di Dio.” For Medici presence at San Marco, see William Hood, Fra
Angelico at San Marco, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993, passim; D.V.
Kent, 2000, 141-59.

15 Albert Wesselski, Angelo Polizianos Tagebuch (1477-1479): Mit vierhundert Schwinken und
Schnurren aus den Tagen Lorenzos des Grossmichtigen und seiner Vorfahren, Jena: Eugen
Diederichs, 1929, 72 (no. 150): “Diceva Cosimo che si dimenticano prima cento benefici che una
ingiuria. E chi inguria non perdona mai. E che ogni dipintore dipigne se.”

16 SAT, 126. See Weinstein, 1970, 147.
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across Mary’s chest in the Roman Pieta:
MICHEL.A[N]GELVS.BVONAROTVS.FLORENT[IUS]. FACIEBA[T] (Fig. 32), that
was finished in Rome less than a year before he started the David. Not an
afterthought as Vasari wrote,'” but original to the sculpture, this
inscription affirmed the authorship of the statue as Michelangelo’s, his
family name and place of birth added to supply a specificity to the
origins of the invention in his own historical persona. Yet his claim to
historical significance was partly undone by the peculiar spelling of the
name. With an interpunct between “michel” and “angelus,” it translates
into “Michael the Angel.” The phrasing linked Michelangelo’s artistic
call to the heavenly role of angels as messengers from God.!8 It withdrew
his invention in part from the historical conditions of artmaking — by
Michelangelo of the Buonarroti family, born in Florence — to relocate his
conception (concetto) in the realm of the divine. The relocation was
intentional. Its spelling deviated from the way the artist signed his
letters, where Michelangelo remains a mere name. A belief in the
divinity of Michelangelo’s concetti became a trope of literary praise in the
sixteenth century, but that praise must have had an origin in the artist’s
own sustained effort to present his work as divine. When Lodovico
Ariosto wrote of Michelangelo’s divinita, in the 1516 preface to his
Orlando Furioso, he constructed that divinity exactly on the same
separation between Michael and Angel as the artist’s own inscribed
words: “Michael, more than mortal, Angel Divine.”!® Ariosto’s words
suggest an intimate connection between Michelangelo’s fashioning his
artistic self as divine and the reception of that divinity by
contemporaries.??. While inscribing himself into the tradition of “Every
painter paints himself” through the bold advertisement of Christian and
family name, the Michelangelo of the Roman Pieta also insisted that his
role was merely consigned to that of a vehicle of inventions born

7 Vasari, 6: 17. And see Wang, 452-54, for the technical evidence of the inscription’s
originality.

18 See the excellent analysis of Michelangelo’s signature in Wang.

19 Ariosto, Orlando Furioso, ed. Lanfranco Caretti, Milan and Naples: Riccardo Ricciardi, 1954,
852 (Canto 33.2): “Michel, piu che mortale, Angel divino.”

20 That is why I do not agree with Patricia Emison, Creating the ‘Divine Artist’: From Dante to
Michelangelo, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004, who argues that calling Michelangelo divine
was a mere literary trope.
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elsewhere, from a divine source firmly located outside his own,
subjective concetto.

Michelangelo’s David and his Saint Matthew of 1506, introduced
later in this chapter, evidence more radical concerns with authorship and
the origins of manufacture, ones (unnoticed in previous scholarship) that
engage directly with the historical conditions of the Governo Popolare.
This chapter explains that the divine authorship present in both works
operated as an alternative to Savonarola’s critique against advertising
the human hand as the origin of art. Unlike the Pieta, they are unsigned,
and, as opposed to works by Donatello and his peers working under
Medicean patronage, they carry no written testimonies to the patron as
owner or “co-author.” These sculptures announce themselves as perfect
images of their maker and, by analogy, of their patron.

New David

On the sheet in the Louvre, just above his reference to Lorenzo’s lauro,
Michelangelo jotted down the now famous words (Fig. 4):

Davicte colla fromba

e 10 collarcho

Michelagniol[o]

(David with the sling and I with the bow, Michelangelo)

The lines equate artist with subject-matter by establishing a link between
David’s tools and Michelangelo’s. The “archo” refers to the sculptor’s
drill, a device used to remove large parts of marble prior to the actual
carving. And the sling represents David’s tool in overcoming the giant.?!
At first, the comparison between the tools of divinity and those of the
sculptor is difficult to fathom. Michelangelo simply places one word
above the other, connects the two phrases with an insignificant “and [e],”
then signs to make sure that “I [io]” refers to himself, but offers no
further qualification as to the interrelations between the self and David.
We have to turn to the narrative in the first book of Samuel, a text

2l Marcel Brion, Michel-Ange, Paris: Albin Michel, 1939, 119-21; Seymour, 1967b, 7-8; and
Lavin, 1993, 31-50.
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Michelangelo would have consulted, to make sense out of this
equation.?? There we read everything about divine agency in human
action. The battle was God’s, and David merely acted as an agent of
divine providence. In addition to Samuel, the Book of Psalms is full of
prayers in which David recognizes the divine agency in his greatest
teats. Michelangelo knew the text of the Psalms intimately. He copied the
first lines of Psalm 53, which was believed to have been composed by
David after his battle with Goliath, on a sheet with studies for the
Apostle commission of 1503, “Deus inomine tuo saluu[m] me,” Save me, O
God, by your name (Fig. 33).%

Michelangelo could have only identified with David on the
grounds of divine agency in overcoming “giants.” His was not an act of
self-portraiture as David. He did not cast David’s head in his own
likeness as Giorgione did (Fig. 34). Michelangelo’s is not so much a
personal identification with the Old Testament figure but one that
understands David’s battle with the giant Goliath as a figuration of his
own act of sculpture, his battle with the giant block of marble. Similar to
David but not completely as him, Michelangelo perceived of his creating
self as a mere mediator of heavenly ideas. Artistic inspiration was not
fully his; it was not born from the personal phantoms of Savonarolan
fantasia but received directly from God. As David was chosen to affect
God’s will on earth, an election narrated as the anointing ceremony in 1
Samuel 16:13 (“So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the
presence of his brothers, and from that day on the Spirit of the Lord
came upon David in power”), Michelangelo fashioned himself a vehicle
that made divine inventions visible for us to see.

In the David, divinity becomes visible as iconography by making
beauty palpable to the mortal eye. No narrative digression distracts from

22 Condivi, ed. Nencioni, 62, claimed that Michelangelo studied both the New and the Old
Testament, a claim substantiated by Hatfield, 1995, who showed that Michelangelo consulted
the Bible translated into Italian by Nicolo Malerbi which was printed in Venice in 1498, when
designing the Sistine Ceiling. And see Vasari, 6: 112.

2 British Museum, 18959-15-496r. That the line refers to Psalm 53 was first pointed out by
Otto Kurz, “Review of Charles de Tolnay, The Youth of Michelangelo,” The Burlington Magazine
86 (1945), 52; quoted in Wilde, 1953a, 4. According to Luitpold Dussler, Die Zeichnungen des
Michelangelo: Kritischer Katalog, Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1959, 109; Wilde, 1953a, 5; Enzo Noé
Girardi, Rime, Bari: Laterza & Figli, 1960, 473; and Amy, 1997, 795, the handwriting is
Michelangelo’s own.
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David’s beautiful nude body, beauty incarnated as the sculpture’s only
attribute — as art historians from Vasari to the present day recognized but
never explained.?* “Who has ever seen,” Rafaello Borghini wondered in
1584, “or thinks that he will ever see a figure more perfect, executed with
more ease, and with a more beautiful pose?”? Beauty of form and
beauty inherent to subject-matter can no longer be separated. Beautiful
sculpture becomes a metaphor for a divinity that can only be visualized
as beauty.

David’s handsomeness was a sign for his divine election in the
Bible. It enters the First Book of Samuel at the moment of David’s
election for anointment as king of Israel. After God has turned down all
Jesse’s other sons, Jesse sent for David, who “was ruddy, with a fine
appearance and handsome features. Then the Lord said [to Samuel],
‘Rise and anoint him. He is the one’ (1 Samuel 16:12).” And in Psalm 44
beauty is put forth as both a sign of David’s divinity and the reason for
him being singled out for eternal blessing: “You are the most handsome
of the sons of men; grace is poured upon your lips; therefore God has
blessed you forever [decore pulchrior es filiis hominum effusa est gratia in
labiis tuis propterea benedixit tibi Deus in aeternum].” The strand of thought
set in this Psalm was continued in Saint Jerome’s Liber de nominbus
hebraicis, where we read under David’s entry “David: strong of hand and
Beloved [fortis manu, sive desiderabilis].”?* It was introduced in
Michelangelo’s time in a sermon by Savonarola of March 1498 on Psalm
44. “We have lauded David, who is interpreted manu fortis and pulcher
aspectu, that is our Savior, who is strong of hand and of beautiful
experience: strong for the greatness of his works, of which he has done
many and miraculously, of beautiful appearance, because there never
was a more divine [piu gratioso] part than his. Spetiosus forma pre filiis

% Vasari, 6: 21. And see, for instance, Seymour, 1967b, 51-54, who brought the perfect
anatomy of David’s nude body in line with Leonardo da Vinci’s canonical Virtuvius man
and, in