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Michelangelo Buonarroti. Pietá, 

1498-1500, marble 

 

Michelangelo’s major early work was 

a Pieta of about 1500, commissioned 

by a French cardinal Cardinal Jean 

de Biheres Lagraulas and installed 

as a tomb monument in Old St. 

Peter’s in the Vatican. Pietas- works 

in which the Virgin is supporting and 

mourning the dead Jesus – had long 

been popular in northern Europe but 

were rare in Italian art at the time.   

 

Michelangelo traveled to the marble 

quarries at Carrara in central Italy 

to select the block from which to 

make this large work, a practice he 

was to follow for nearly all of his 

sculpture. 



The left foot of Christ rests against the 

severed stump of a young tree, which 

represents life cut off in its prime.  Yet the 

severed tree also promises renewed life, 

since God set the salvation of humankind 

upon the tree of the cross, so that whence 

came death, thence also life might rise 

again. 

 

Represented as a young and beautiful 

bride with the idealized features of an 

ancient goddess and seated on an 

outcropping of marble, the over-lifesize 

Virgin symbolizes the regenerative 

potential of the church wedded to Christ, 

the cornerstone, who founded his church 

on Peter, the rock.  The blood and water 

that flowed from the framed wound evoke 

the sacraments of salvation, Baptism and 

the Eucharist; and the gesture of the 

Virgin’s left hand signifies (as in many 

representations of the Last Judgment) 

reception into heaven. 



Michelangelo did not want his 

version of The Pieta to represent 

death, but rather to show the 

"religious vision of abandonment 

and a serene face of the Son", thus 

the representation of the 

communion between man and God 

by the sanctification through 

Christ. 



The serenity of Michelangelo’s interpretation 

of this tragic scene is expressed in part by the 

unified High Renaissance composition he has 

developed, which is based in part on a reversal 

of the normal figural proportions.  So that 

Christ will not overwhelm Mary, she is larger 

in scale that he is.   

 

No trace of pain remains in his face, and his 

wounds are barely noticeable.  With a single, 

calm, gesture, the Virgin invites us to 

meditate on the meaning of Christ’s death.  

 

In Michelangelo’s lifetime there was 

speculation about the discrepancy between 

Mary’s apparent age here and her actual 

years- she should be about eighteen years 

older than her son, who was thirty-three at 

the time of his death- but if anything the 

artist has made her look as young as her son.  

Michelangelo’s answer, perhaps deliberately 

mystifying, was that a virgin will retain the 

appearance of youth much longer than a 

married woman. 



Above Left: Austrian Pietá, c. 

1420 

Above Right: Bohemian 

Pietá, 1390-1400 



Giorgio Vasari recorded 

that when the group was 

first placed in St. Peter’s, 

an astonished crowd of 

Lombards thought it was 

by a fellow countryman, 

whereupon Michelangelo 

stole into St. Peter’s at 

night and added his 

signature.  It is the only 

genuine signature that 

appears on any of his 

sculptures. 



Michelangelo Buonarroti. David, 1501-1504, 

marble 

 

Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) was born in 

the Tuscan town of Caprese and grew up in 

Florence.  At thirteen, he was apprenticed to the 

painter Domenico del Ghirlandaio, in whose 

workshop he learned the rudiments of fresco 

painting and studied drawings of classical 

monuments.  

 

The original commission for this sculpture of David 

of 1501 was intended for the exterior of Florence 

Cathedral.  But when the statue was finished in 

1504, it was decided instead that it would replace 

Donatello’s Judith and Holofernes at the entrance 

to the Palazzo Vecchio. This politically motivated 

decision reflected the importance of the biblical 

David as a symbol of Florence. 



Michelangelo’s faith in the human image as the 

supreme vehicle of expression gave him a sense of 

kinship with Classical sculpture closer than that of 

any Renaissance artist. The young artist’s mind was 

decisively shaped by the cultural climate of Florence 

during the 1480s and 1490s, even though the 

troubled times led him to flee the city for Rome in 

1496.   

 

Both the Neo-Platonism of Marsilio Ficino and the 

religious reforms of Savonarola affected him 

profoundly.  These conflicting influences reinforced 

the tensions in Michelangelo’s personality, his 

violent changes in mood, his sense of being at odds 

with himself and with the world.  

 

 Just as he conceived his statues as human bodies 

released from their marble prison, so he saw the 

body as the earthly prison of the soul- noble, 

perhaps, but a prison nevertheless.  This dualism of 

body and spirit endows his figures with 

extraordinary pathos.  Although outwardly calm, 

they seem stirred by an overwhelming psychic 

energy that has no release in physical action. 



The proportions of the David are atypical of Michelangelo's work; the figure has an 

unusually large head and hands (particularly apparent in the right hand). These 

enlargements may be due to the fact that the statue was originally intended to be 

placed on the cathedral roofline, where the important parts of the sculpture would 

necessarily be accentuated in order to be visible from below. 



Left: Andrea del Verrocchio. David, 

c. 1465-70, bronze 

 

The pose is unlike that of any 

earlier David; Donatello and 

Verrocchio had both represented 

the hero standing victorious over 

the head of Goliath. 

 

The contrast between his intense 

expression and his calm pose 

perhaps suggests that David is 

represented after he has made the 

decision to fight Goliath but before 

the battle has actually taken place. 

The majority of his weight is on his 

back leg, staying consistent with 

the Renaissance practice of 

depicting its subjects in recoiled, 

calm positions, just prior to action. 

It is a representation of the 

moment between conscious choice 

and conscious action. 



Michelangelo Buonarroti. Moses 

(San Pietro in Vincoli, Rome), c. 

1513-1515, marble 

 

In 1505, as the construction of the 

New Saint Peter’s was about to 

begin, pope Julius II commissioned 

Michelangelo to design his 

monumental tomb in Old Saint 

Peter’s.  Michelangelo thus left 

Florence, his work for the Signoria 

unfinished, and traveled to Rome.   

 

He produced many designs for the 

tomb, which was not completed 

until 1545 and then in a very 

different form. Enclosing the tomb 

chamber was a structure three 

stories high, decorated with some 

forty individual statues. The 

muscular, patriarchal Moses, 

completed around 1515, is the most 

monumental of those on the 

finished tomb.  



On the ground floor, figures 

identified as Victories and 

Captives have been variously 

read as reflecting a 

Neoplatonic view of the earthly 

life, as personifications of the 

liberal arts, and as symbols of 

the pope’s military conquests.   

 

The second-story statues 

depict Moses and Saint Paul, 

typologically paired as the Old 

and New Laws, respectively.   

 

They are accompanied by 

Neoplatonic personifications of 

the active and contemplative 

life. 



In the Moses, Michelangelo both 

fulfills Alberti’s concept of the 

istoria – by matching pose and 

gesture to the figure’s inner state – 

and transcends it.  

 

For Michelangelo does not adhere 

to the Biblical text (Exodus 32: 19), 

and Moses does not “cast the tables 

out of his hands, and break them 

beneath the mount.”  Instead, 

Michelangelo writes his own istoria, 

revising history and creating a 

Moses who controls his rage and 

saves the text of the Law.   

 

In so doing the artist comments on 

the character of his patron (Julius 

II) and himself, both known for a 

terribilitá that combined a fiery, 

powerful temper with high 

intelligence and genius. 



Moses was originally 

intended to occupy a corner 

position on the second story 

where he would have been 

seen sharply from below and 

as a transitional figure 

between two faces of the 

monument.   

 

Today the sculpture is 

centralized and at ground 

level, and the torso seems 

unusually long, an effect 

that can be corrected if the 

viewer crouches and looks 

up at the figure from the far 

right. The figure is related to 

some of the prophets and 

sibyls on the Sistine Ceiling.  

The left arm repeats almost 

exactly the left arm of the 

Cumaean Sibyl.  



Right: Michelangelo Buonarroti. 

Bound Slave, 1513-1516, marble 

Left: Michelangelo Buonarroti. 

Dying Slave, c. 1513, marble 

 

The meaning of the standing male 

nudes of the tomb still remains 

incompletely understood.  

Michelangelo’s biographer, Ascanio 

Condivi, maintained in 1553 that 

they represented the arts, expiring 

at the death of Julius II, their 

greatest patron.   

 

They are also commonly- and 

misleadingly- referred to as “slaves” 

or “captives,” a terminology 

deriving from the bands of material 

that seem to constrict the 

movement of the most completely 

carved of these figures. Such an 

identification also relates to the 

Victory figures which they were to 

flank. 



Michelangelo Buonarroti. Ceiling 

of the Sistine Chapel (Vatican 

City, Rome), 1508-12, fresco 



In 1506, Julius II angered Michelangelo by 

interrupting his work on the tomb.  He wanted 

him to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel- 

named for his uncle, Pope Sixtus IV.  

Michelangelo responded by going to Florence and 

then to Bologna.  There he cast a huge bronze 

portrait of the pope, which was destroyed three 

years later.  By 1508, Julius had prevailed and 

Michelangelo signed the contract for the Sistine 

ceiling. 

 

Michelangelo’s program for the frescoes differed 

from traditional typology based on prophecy and 

fulfillment, and represented instead the 

revelation of God’s plan for human redemption.  

The lunettes and spandrels over the windows 

depict the ancestors of Christ enumerated in the 

opening genealogy of the Gospel of Matthew.  

Between the spandrels on the side walls, Old 

Testament prophets alternate with pagan sibyls, 

whose utterances were interpreted as having 

prophesized the coming of Christ. 



Michelangelo’s unwillingness to 

paint the twelve apostles, the 

subject proposed by the pope, 

suggests that he may have been 

allowed to play an important role 

in the evolution of the chapel’s 

iconography.  From what we can 

determine from Michelangelo’s art, 

poetry, and life, he was a deeply 

thoughtful man of serious 

convictions.  



This arrangement juxtaposes two types of predecessors: those who comprise 

Christ’s biological ancestry with those who had foreknowledge of his divinity.  In a 

similar vein, the two prophets on the entrance and altar walls juxtapose prophecy 

with typology.  Zacharias, depicted over the entrance foretold the coming of a man 

called “the Branch,” who would spring from the earth and build God’s temple.  And 

Jonah, who appears over the altar, was swallowed by the whale and stayed in its 

belly for three days, prefiguring Christ’s Entombment and Resurrection. 



Along the center of the vault of the Sistine ceiling, Michelangelo depicted nine 

narrative scenes from (the book of ) Genesis spanning the time from Creation to 

the Drunkenness of Noah. Michelangelo painted the scenes in reverse 

chronological order. As viewers entered the chapel, therefore, they saw the 

beginning of creation at the greatest distance from themselves and the renewal 

of work and spectacle of human frailty in the Noah scene closest to themselves. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/8/8c/Michelangelo_drunken_Noah.jpg




God’s creation is the main subject of the ceiling, and the beauty of his creation is 

evident in the idealized nude figures that populate the scenes and decorate the 

enframement.  In terms of human sinfulness, the cycle starts with the drunkenness 

of Noah, the sin of the one man God felt was worth saving from his wrathful flood.   

 

As we read backward through time and approach the sin of altar where the Mass is 

performed, we pass through the sin of Adam and Eve and end with the titanic power 

of God as he energetically and enthusiastically creates humanity and the earth as a 

setting for human life.   



 

The cycle culminates with a scene that marks the beginning of the biblical 

Creation, God making light in darkness.  The metaphor of enlightenment is basic 

to this scene, which is located over the altar where, in Christian tradition, the 

ritual of the Mass reunites repentant humanity with God. 



Five smaller scenes with nude 

youths (the so-called ignudi) in 

strong contrapposto at each corner 

alternate with larger scenes.  Some 

of the ignudi hold oak leaves, 

alluding to the Rovere family of 

Sixtus IV and Julius II. At first 

sight they may appear out of place 

in a Christian chapel, especially 

since most of their poses are drawn 

from antique prototypes.   

 

There is, however, a long tradition 

of nudity in Christian art: all souls 

are naked before God and are so 

depicted in the Last Judgment. 

Whether of not the nudes can ever 

be fully “explained,” surely on one 

level they represented in 

Michelangelo’s mind a vision of a 

new and transfigured humanity. 



Intermediate in scale, they bridge the 

gap between the colossal prophets 

and sibyls and the small ancestors in 

the triangular spaces between. They 

also seem transitional in form 

between the “human” actors and the 

fictional “sculptures” of bronze and 

stone.  

 

They have been regarded as wingless 

angels and as Neo-Platonic 

manifestations of purely intellectual 

loveliness- the divine shining through 

its physical envelope. These 

speculations are understandable.  

 

Collectively, they act as a generalized 

chorus, inducing an appropriate mood 

of exhilaration and awe in the 

spectator. But they are not symbols to 

be decoded. 



Of all the images that crowd the ceiling, the Creation of Adam has most deeply 

impressed posterity.  Here we are given a vision of the majesty of God and the nobility 

of humanity. God moves before us, his calm gaze accompanying and reinforcing the 

movement of his arm.  He extends his forefinger, about to touch that of Adam, whose 

name means earth and who reclines on the barren ground, his arm supported on his 

knee. The divine form is convex and explosive; the human in concave, receptive, and 

conspicuously impotent. The beauty of God’s creation is evident in the nobility of his 

proportions and in the pulsation of the forms and the flow of their contours.   



The life studies that survive for this scene show that the power and idealism of 

Michelangelo’s figures were derived from his own imagination.  Muscles that in the 

live model were awkward are transfigured in the fresco by the force that flows through 

them, as well as by the rhythm of the lines, which relates profiles on opposite sides of a 

single limb to each other like intertwined themes in a polyphonic composition. Over 

300 preliminary drawings were made for the ceiling. 



The languorous Adam is depicted in a pose adapted from the Roman river-god type. 

As if to echo the biblical text, Adam’s heroic body, outstretched arm, and profile 

almost mirror those of God, in whose image has been created. Emerging under God’s 

other arm, and looking across him in the direction of her future mate, is the robust 

and energetic figure of Eve before her creation.  



The central scene, of God creating 

Eve from the side of the sleeping 

Adam has been taken in its 

composition directly from another 

Creation sequence, the relief panels 

that surround the door of the 

Basilica of San Petronio by Jacopo 

dell Quercia whose work 

Michelangelo had studied in his 

youth. 



The Creation of Eve was painted 

directly above the screen dividing 

the altar area from the rest, 

marking a boundary between the 

histories of creation and those 

depicting fallen humanity.  

 

Christ’s advent, though 

unrepresented on the vault, is 

prefigured throughout. For 

Christians, it is of course implicit 

in the Fall- that “happy fault” 

which introduced the need for 

Christ’s coming- and in the four 

deliverances of Israel in the 

spandrels.  



Michelangelo designed a new kind of 

scaffolding that could bring him to the 

proper level without support from either 

the ceiling or the floor.  It was based on 

beams that projected from holes in the 

walls; when the ceiling was restored in the 

late twentieth century, these holes were 

unblocked to become a base for rails for a 

mobile steel scaffolding.   

 

Michelangelo’s scaffolding was arched like 

the vault and, except for infrequent 

removal so that the work could be seen 

from the floor, it was in place for the 

entire four and a half years of his 

undertaking.  It permitted the artist to 

walk about as he wished and to paint from 

a standing position- not lying down, as it 

still popularly believed.  In a drawing he 

shows himself painting the ceiling 

standing up, and in the accompanying 

sonnet he described the physical 

discomfort he experienced while painting 

continuously from a standing position.  



Raphael was the first artist to respond to the impact of the Sistine Chapel ceiling, 

and he was perhaps the only one to assimilate it without compromising his own 

artistic integrity. He must have seen part of it before completing the School of 

Athens with the Michelangelesque figure of Heraclitus. In 1515 he took account of 

the whole work when designing a set of tapestries to hang beneath it- they cost 

more than ten times as much as Michelangelo was paid for the ceiling. 



Michelangelo Buonarroti. The 

Last Judgment (Sistine Chapel, 

Rome), 1534-41 

 

In 1534, Michelangelo left 

Florence and spent the rest of 

his life in Rome.  Clement VII 

died in September of that year; 

but before his death he 

proposed that Michelangelo 

paint a Last Judgment on the 

altar wall of the Sistine Chapel.   

 

The commission was finalized 

by Clement’s successor, Paul 

III, who was himself a patron of 

the arts and of Michelangelo in 

particular. 



The lunettes at the top of the 

fresco depict angels carrying 

the instruments of Christ’s 

Passion.  Below is Heaven, 

dominated by the central figure 

of Christ.  He is highlighted 

from behind by a yellow glow as 

he turns to raise his hand 

against the damned.  

 

Crouching beside Christ is 

Mary, turning toward the save.  

Heaven is populated by saints 

and martyrs accompanied by 

the instruments of their 

martyrdom.   

 

At the right, Saint Catherine 

bends over the wheel on which 

she was tortured; next to her, 

Saint Sebastian kneels and 

holds out the arrows with 

which he was shot by Roman 

soldiers for being a Christian. 



The Sack of Rome in 1527 had 

left Rome sorely wounded. 

Lutheran followers were 

growing and the Protestant 

movement was taking hold; in 

1534 Henry VIII of England 

defected from the Catholic 

Church.   

 

The Last Judgment is full of 

pessimism and doubt.  The 

subject is traditionally found at 

an entrance, and the decision 

to place it behind the altar 

would have emphasized the 

theme of eternal damnation as 

a warning to those who 

questioned the supremacy of 

the Pope. 



The fresco is unusual in that Michelangelo did not include an architectural frame, as 

he had done for the ceiling.  Its absence implies absence of wall, as if the chapel had 

been blasted out by the Judgment Day itself.  In this terrifying vision, Christ appears 

in the band of figures aligned with the window area of the side walls.  



Straddling a cloud just 

below him is the apostle 

Bartholomew, holding a 

human skin to represent 

his martyrdom (he had 

been flayed).  

 

The face on that skin, 

however, is not the saint’s 

but Michelangelo’s own.   

 

In this grim self-portrait, so 

well hidden that it was 

noticed only in modern 

times, the artist has left a 

confession of guilt and 

unworthiness. 



Michelangelo’s conception of Hell is unprecedented, for he has superimposed on it an 

image of the Classical Hades.  Charon, the mythological boatman of Hades, ferries the 

damned across the river Styx and forces them from the boat with his oar.  They 

tumble toward their destiny, which is darkness, fire, and eternal torture.   

 

Satan, at the lower right corner, has been merged with a monstrous figure of Minos, 

the mythological tyrant of Crete, and is entwined by a giant serpent. The figure of 

Minos is “said to be a portrait of Biagio da Cesena, the papal Master of Ceremonies, 

who was an outspoken critic of the artist’s work. 



Two angels hold books in which are written the names of the damned and the saved.  

They show the lists to those who are included.  The book with the names of the 

damned is noticeably larger. 



St. Peter stands in the group of figures to 

the right; he is the largest figure in the 

fresco and clearly a potent image of the 

papal office, wielding the keys to the 

Kingdom of Heaven symbolically given to 

him by Christ.  

 

In 1555, Paul IV (d. 1559) was elected the 

first Counter-Reformation pope and was an 

avid supporter of the Inquisition.  If he had 

had his way, the entire Last Judgment 

would have been erased.  As it was, shortly 

after Michelangelo’s death in 1564, 

loincloths were painted over the nudes.  

They remained until the most recent, 

controversial restoration of the chapel. 



The cleaning and restoration of the fresco 

have revealed the unifying quality of the 

brilliant blue of the sky; the pigment used 

here is ground lapis lazuli, which in the 

Renaissance was called ultramarine.  The 

giornata patches reveal that Michelangelo 

spent 449 days painting the fresco.  

 

At one point Michelangelo fell from the 

scaffolding, injuring his leg.  The differences 

between the outlines for some of the figures 

scratched into the plaster surface freehand or 

from cartoons, and the subsequent painted 

forms reveal that Michelangelo frequently 

changed his mind about details of the figural 

composition. 

  

The fresco took over five years to complete, 

longer than it took to paint the Sistine 

Chapel ceiling.  It covered an earlier fresco by 

Perugino.  Windows had to be blocked up, 

and the effect of the commission altered both 

the lighting and the interpretation of the 

other works in the Chapel. 



Mary is a closed, veiled figure 

who initiates no movement 

herself, suggesting that at the 

end of time the Church 

Militant no longer has a role to 

play.   

 

Similarly St. Peter to the right 

seems to be offering to return 

the keys to Christ. 



Michelangelo Buonarroti. Medici Chapel, San Lorenzo (Florence) 1519-34 



Around 1519, Leo X and his cousin Giulio (later Clement VII) proposed the 

construction of a new sacristy (the Medici Chapel) for the family church of San 

Lorenzo in Florence.  The two young Medici dukes, who were generals in the papal 

army, had recently died – Giuliano, duke of Nemours, in 1516 and Lorenzo, duke of 

Urbino, in 1519.  Neither left a male heir, although Lorenzo’s month-old daughter, 

Catherine, would become the famous Medici queen of France. 



Both dukes wear antique armor with fanciful details consistent with their status in the 

papal army.  Below each duke is his sarcophagus, with personifications of times of day 

on the double volutes of the lid.  There is a Mannerist quality in the unstable slant of 

these figures, who seem as if they might slide off the lids at any moment.  Two river 

gods planned for the spaces on either side of the bases of the sarcophagi were never 

executed, nor were the mourning figures intended to flank the dukes. 



Giuliano is represented as a powerful, alert, and 

active personality, with the figures of Day and 

Night on his tomb.  The sleeping female is Night.  

She wears a moon and a star in her hair; these, 

with her two attributes – an owl and a mask – 

denote nighttime.   

 

Michelangelo left a piece of uncarved marble for a 

mouse, which he never executed.  It was meant to 

symbolize Time gnawing away at life as a mouse 

gnaws its food.  The figure of Day is, like Giuliano, 

awake and alert. 



Lorenzo is pensive, his fantastic leonine helmet 

accentuating the sense that he is weighed 

down by thought.  He leans his left elbow on a 

money box, a reference to the Medici fortune.  

Its lion’s head relief probably alludes to 

Florence and the continuity of Medici rule.  

 

Below Lorenzo are personifications of Dusk 

and Dawn, the more transitional times of day.  

Dawn is a languid woman in the process of 

waking and Dusk a man in a meditative mood, 

appearing to be sinking into sleep.  They, like 

the Day and Night, echo the character of their 

respective duke. 



Both dukes gaze toward a corner door through 

which one originally entered the chapel from the 

church. The figures of the dukes are finely finished 

but the Times of Day are notable for their 

contrasting patches of rough and polished marble, 

a characteristic of the artist’s mature work that 

some Michelangelo specialists call his nonfinito 

(“unfinished”) quality, suggesting that he had 

begun to view his artistic creations as symbols of 

human imperfection.  Indeed, Michelangelo’s 

poetry often expressed his belief that humans 

could achieve perfection only in death. 



Traditional art historical scholarship suggested that the arrangement Michelangelo 

planned, but never completed, can be interpreted as the soul’s ascent through the 

levels of the Neoplatonic universe.  Neoplatonism, a school of thought based on Plato’s 

idealistic, spiritualistic philosophy, experienced a renewed popularity in the 

sixteenth-century humanist community.   

 

The tomb’s lowest level, represented by the river gods, would have signified the 

underworld of brute matter, the source of evil.  The two statues on the sarcophagi 

would symbolize the realm of time- the specifically human world of the cycles of dawn, 

day, evening, and night.  Humanity’s state in this world of time was considered one of 

pain and anxiety, of frustration and exhaustion.   



The female figure of Night and the male figure of Day appear to be chained into never-

relaxing tensions.  Both exhibit that anguished twisting of the body’s masses in contrary 

directions, known as figura serpentinata, seen in the artist’s Bound Slave and in his Sistine 

Chapel paintings.  This contortion is a staple of Michelangelo’s figural art.  

 

Day, with a body the thickness of a great tree and the anatomy of Hercules (or of a reclining 

Greco-Roman river god that may have inspired Michelangelo’s statue), strains his huge limbs 

against each other, his unfinished visage rising menacingly above his shoulder.  

 

 Night, the symbol of rest, twists as if in troubled sleep, her posture wrenched and feverish.  

The artist surrounded her with an owl, poppies, and a hideous mask symbolic of nightmares.  

Recent scholarship challenges this interpretation.  These scholars argue that the 

personifications of night and day allude to the life cycle and the passage of time leading 

ultimately to death, rather than to humanity’s pain. 



Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and Michelangelo. Façade of the Farnese 

Palace (Rome), 1532 –1550 



The imposing Farnese Palace was designed by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger, one of 

Bramante’s assistants in the design of St. Peter’s. Construction began in 1515 after one 

or two years of preparation,  and was commissioned by Alessandro Farnese, who had 

been appointed as a cardinal in 1493 at age 25 and was living a princely lifestyle. Work 

was interrupted by the Sack of Rome in 1527. When, in January 1534, Cardinal 

Alessandro became Pope Paul III, the size of the palace was increased significantly and 

he employed Michelangelo who completed the redesigned third story with its deep 

cornice and revised the courtyard as well. 



Architectural features of the main facade include the alternating triangular and 

segmental pediments that cap the windows of the piano nobile, the central rusticated 

portal and Michelangelo's projecting cornice which throws a deep shadow on the top of 

the facade. Michelangelo revised the central window in 1541, adding an architrave to 

give a central focus to the facade, above which is the largest papal stemma, or coat-of-

arms with papal tiara, Rome had ever seen. When Paul appeared on the balcony, the 

entire facade became a setting for his person. The piano nobile entablature was given a 

frieze with garlands, added by Michelangelo. 



Interior courtyard of the Palazzo Farnese 



Several main rooms were 

frescoed with elaborate 

allegorical programs including 

the Hercules cycle in the Sala 

d'Ercole or the Hercules Room, 

and the well known The Loves of 

the Gods (1597–1608) in the 

Farnese Gallery, both by the 

Bolognese painter  Annibale 

Carracci.  
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