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1 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Ideal head.  
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Disegna in me di fuora,
Com�io fo in pietra od in candido foglio
Che nulla ha dentro, e Łvvi ciò ch�io voglio.1

Michelangelo�s so-called Ideal head in the British 
Museum, London, de�es description (Fig.�1).2 Drawn 
in black chalk, the head of this beautiful woman, seen 
in pro�le, is adorned with an intricate hairstyle and a 
strange bonnet. Though akin to the extravagant ex-
amples displayed in numerous late �fteenth-century 
Florentine depictions of beautiful women, the combi-
nation of hair and adornment imagined by Michelange-
lo entails a puzzling superimposition of unidenti�able 
elements. Covered with scales, the bonnet rests on a 
transparent veil holding the hair net-like and almost 
imperceptibly touching the temple and part of the 

cheek. Pouring forth from above the temple, a torrent 
of hair �ows into a massive braid, criss-crossing the 
lower side of the bonnet while creeping around the 
neck only to inexplicably disappear from view.

Atop the bonnet�s skull, a ram-like horn springs 
forth, portentously kept in place by a decorated metal 
or fabric strip, which is crowned by a (now trimmed) 
winged cherub-face analogous in function to the 
sumptuous gemstones used for female hair dress in late 
�fteenth-century Italy. Only drafted, a �let lines the 
forehead, a strap circles the chin, and a second braid 
coils above the shoulder. It is perhaps irrelevant to at-
tempt to determine how this entire decorative device 
holds together, but it is undeniable that, in its strange-
ness and subtle craftsmanship, it animates the severe 
pro�le of the woman by summoning up a wealth of 

	 1	 Michelangiolo Buonarroti, Rime, ed. by Enzo NoŁ Girardi, Bari 1960, 
p.�63, no.�111 [294f.]. All the translations are mine, unless otherwise indi-
cated.

	 2	 On Ideal head, see Johannes Wilde, Italian Drawings in the Department of 
Prints and Drawings in the British Museum: Michelangelo and His Studio, London 
1953, pp.� 78f., no.� 42; Frederick Hartt, Michelangelo Drawings, New York 
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opposing metaphors through an evocation of forms in 
suspended metamorphosis. 

The locks on the woman�s forehead rise and ebb 
like the waves of a leonine mane, although their tur-
moil appears to be tamed under the pressure of an all 
too light strip.�The devilish horn on top of the bonnet 
both clashes with and complements the celestial face 
hovering over a feathery cloud of wings. The animal 
scales embellishing the bonnet both press and caress 
the veil underneath. Similar to a mighty serpent, the 
braid both encircles and protects the bare neck. What 
creature does this woman represent? Is she human or 
superhuman? A nymph or a warrior? Benign or malev-
olent? The interplay and fusion of opposites staged 
by Michelangelo in Ideal head does not truly qualify as 
poetic license, insofar as they are a requisite of the 
lyrical genre to which the drawing belongs.3 

Not surprisingly, in poems and images inspired 
by Petrarch�s lyrics, the woman is at once cruel and 

merciful, portentous and beautiful, diabolic and an-
gelic. �Per la donna bella e crudele� is the conventional 
phrase used in early modern editions of lyrical canzo-
nieri to designate poems in which the theme of beauty 
and cruelty is developed.4 Seen in this light, Michelan-
gelo�s Ideal head might be considered an o�spring of the 
late �fteenth-century tradition of representing beau-
tiful women in accordance with the conventions of 
lyric poetry.5 And yet, when it comes to Michelangelo, 
very little, if anything, is conventional. Executed circa 
1525�1528, Ideal head is a vestige: the late revival of a 
lyrical imagery that had marked the age of Lorenzo 
de� Medici in Florence, especially the 1470s, in a time 
when Michelangelo had not even been born or was 
only an infant.6 Furthermore, Michelangelo was him-
self a lyrical poet, and he equally developed the theme 
of the beautiful woman in many of his verses.7 In this 
respect, Ideal head is just one of the (visual) instances 
in which love is poetically celebrated by Michelange-

1970, pp.�259f., no.�365; Charles de Tolnay, Corpus dei disegni di Michelangelo, 
Novara 1975-1980, II, pp.�94f., no.�316; John A. Gere, in: Drawings by Mi-
chelangelo from the British Museum, exh. cat., New York 1979, pp.�75f., no.�15; 
Nicholas Turner, Florentine Drawings of the Sixteenth Century, London 1986, 
p.� 118, no.� 83; Paul Joannides, Michelangelo and His In�uence: Drawings from 
Windsor Castle, exh. cat., Washington 1996, p.�40, no.�2; Hugo Chapman, 
Michelangelo Drawings: Closer to the Master, exh. cat., New Haven/London 2005, 
pp.�202�205; and Andreas Schumacher, Michelangelos Teste Divine: Idealbild-
nisse als Exempla der Zeichenkunst, Münster 2007, pp.�147�149 (as by Antonio 
Mini).
	 3	 As gifts, Michelangelo�s �teste divine� are often construed as a part of 
and on a par with his �presentation drawings�. Referring to both �divine 
heads� and �presentation drawings� as a homogeneous category, Michael 
Hirst, Michelangelo and His Drawings, New Haven/London 1988, p.�107, re-
marks that �the real parallel for these drawings of Michelangelo is love poet-
ry, above all sonnets, actuated by profound personal feeling�. In commenting 
on this statement, Elizabeth Cropper, �The Place of Beauty in the High 
Renaissance and Its Displacement in the History of Art�, in: Place and Dis-
placement in the Renaissance, ed. by Alvin Vos, Binghamton 1995, pp.�159�205: 
196, rightly observes: �this relationship goes beyond parallels or analogy, 
having to do with a new phenomenological status of the work of art. Michel-
angelo, himself a great poet, was deeply engaged [�] in the thematics of the 
representation of desire for possession in both drawing and writing�, adding 
that, �in the case of the teste divine [�] the very subject of the drawings was 
beauty itself �. See further Schumacher (note�2), pp.�71f., who postulates 
lyrical implications only for Michelangelo�s �presentation drawings�. 

	 4	 There is evidence that Luigi del Riccio and Donato Giannotti �rst, or 
Fulvio Orsini later, intended to employ the phrase to connote� analogous 
poems by Michelangelo for a printed edition of the Rime never accomplished. 
See Michelangelo Buonarroti, Rime, ed. by Giovanni Testori/Ettore Barelli, 
Milan 1975, pp.�15, 18f.
	 5	 On the relationship between lyric poetry and representation of beauty 
in sixteenth-century Italy, see Elizabeth Cropper, �On Beautiful Women: 
Parmigianino, Petrarchismo, and the Vernacular Style�, in: Art Bulletin, LVIII 
(1976), pp.�374�394. For the �portrayal of love� and lyrical tradition in late 
�fteenth-century Florence see Charles Dempsey, The Portrayal of Love: Botticelli�s 
Primavera and Humanist Culture at the Time of Lorenzo the Magni�cent, Princeton 
1992, pp.�53�65 and 147�150. 
	 6	 There is no study speci�cally consecrated to the depiction of the 
�beautiful and cruel woman� in late �fteenth-century Florentine painting 
and sculpture. A survey with bibliography on the representation of ideal 
female beauty as developed in the late �fteenth century not only in Flor-
ence, but also in other Italian cities, is to be found in Schumacher (note�2), 
pp.�222�236. See further Joanna Woods-Marsden, �Portrait of the Lady, 
1430�1520�, in: Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo�s Ginevra de� Benci and Renaissance 
Portraits of Women, exh. cat., ed. by David A. Brown, Washington, D.C., 2001, 
pp.�64�87, for a typological classi�cation of female portraits mostly in �f-
teenth-century Italy. 
	 7	 For Michelangelo as a poet, see Enzo NoŁ Girardi, Studi su Michelangelo 
scrittore, Florence 1974; Walter Binni, Michelangelo scrittore, Turin 1975; Glau-
co Cambon, Michelangelo�s Poetry: Fury of Form, Princeton 1985; Michelange-
lo Buonarroti, Rime, ed. by Giovanni Testori/Ettore Barelli, Milan 41990, 
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most illustrious Don Francesco, prince of Florence, 
who holds them for jewels, which in fact they are�.10 
Michelangelo�s gifts of drawings to his beloved Perini 
and Cavalieri must have been well known to contem-
porary connoisseurs. In a letter of November 1545, 
Pietro Aretino blamed Michelangelo for not having 
satis�ed his requests for presents (�cose desiderate�), 
almost certainly drawings; by sending the requested 
gifts, Michelangelo, in Aretino�s self-interested opin-
ion, would have dispelled the envious rumors that 
only �the Gherardos and the Tommasos could avail 
themselves of [his] services�.11 The obvious allusion 
to Michelangelo�s weakness for Perini and Cavalieri 
suggests that the gift of drawings was perceived as a 
deliberate manifestation of the master�s love for these 
young men.12 

Documentary evidence allows us to identify some 
of Michelangelo�s �divine heads� mentioned by Vasari. 
In his life of Properzia de� Rossi, Vasari notes that �it is 
not long ago that Messer Tommaso Cavalieri, a Roman 
nobleman, sent to Signor Duke Cosimo (besides a 
drawing by the hand of the divine Michelangelo, where 
a Cleopatra is represented) another drawing by the 
hand of Sofonisba [Anguissola]�.13 Bearing in mind 

	 14	 See Karl Frey, Der literarische Nachlaß Giorgio Vasaris, Munich 1930, II, 
p.�57.
	 15	 On the so-called Zenobia, see de Tolnay (note� 2), II, p.� 90, no.� 307; 
Hirst (note�3), pp.�107�109; Joannides (note�2), p.�44, no.�4; and Schum-
acher (note� 2), pp.� 151�153. On the Study of three heads, see de Tolnay 
(note�2), II, pp.�90f., no.�308; Hirst (note�3), pp.�107�109; Schumacher 
(note� 2), pp.� 146f. (as by Antonio Mini). On the so-called Fury, see de 
Tolnay (note�2), II, pp.�89f., no.�306; Hirst (note�3), pp.�107�109; Joan-
nides (note�2), p.�53, no.�8; and Schumacher (note�2), pp.�158�160 (as by 
Antonio Mini) and pp.�237�240.
	 16	 On the so-called Cleopatra, see de Tolnay (note�2), II, p.�100, no.�327; 
Hirst (note� 3), pp.� 116f.; idem, Michelangelo Draftsman, Washington 1988, 
p.�116, no.�48; Alexander Perrig, Michelangelo�s Drawings: The Science of Attribution, 
New Haven/London 1991, pp.�44f. (as an ancient copy after Michelange-
lo); Pina Ragionieri, Michelangelo: le due Cleopatre, exh. cat., Perugia/Spoleto 
2005, esp.� pp.�25f.; and Schumacher (note�2), pp.�160�162 (as possibly 
by Antonio Mini) and pp.�199f. Vasari�s identi�cation of the �gure in the 
drawing as Cleopatra may result from his familiarity with prints such as 
the Cleopatra (1515) by Agostino Veneziano after Baccio Bandinelli. I thank 
Charles D. Robertson for this suggestion.

der et al. 1972, pp.�171�230, esp.�pp.�216�228. See further David Rosand, 
Drawing Acts: Studies in Graphic Expression and Representation, Cambridge 2002, 
esp.�pp.�185�200. 
	 10	 �[�] a Gherardo Perini, gentiluomo �orentino suo amicissimo, in tre 
carte alcune teste di matita nera divine, le quali sono dopo la morte di lui 
venute in mano dello illustrissimo don Francesco principe di Fiorenza, che le 
tiene per gioie, come le sono� (Vasari [note�9], VI, p.�113). 
	 11	 Il carteggio di Michelangelo, ed. by Giovanni Poggi/Paola Barocchi, Florence 
1979, IV, p.�216.
	 12	 On the di�usion and social relevance of homosexual a�ection and prac-
tices in Renaissance Florence, see James M. Saslow, Ganymede in the Renaissance: 
Homosexuality in Art and Society, New Haven 1986, and Michael Rocke, Forbidden 
Friendships: Homosexuality and Male Culture in Renaissance Florence, New York 1996. 
	 13	 �E non Ł molto che messer Tommaso Cavalieri, gentiluomo romano, 
mandò al signor duca Cosimo (oltre una carta di mano del divino Miche-
lagnolo, dove Ł una Cleopatra), un�altra carta di mano di Sofonisba, nella 
quale Ł una fanciullina che si ride di un putto che piagne� (Vasari [note�9], 
IV, p.�405). See further Cavalieri�s letter (20 January 1562) to Duke Cosimo 
de� Medici: Michelangelo Gualandi, Nuova raccolta di lettere sulla pittura, scultura ed 
architettura, Bologna 1856, III, pp.�22f. 

that, according to Vasari, Cosimo I�s son, Francesco, 
had come into possession of the three sheets with 
�teste divine� given by Michelangelo to Perini, it can be 
assumed that four of the six drawings by Michelangelo 
quoted in the inventory of the grand-ducal collection 
in 1560�1570 were considered by Vasari to be 
�divine heads�.14 No doubt, these are the so-called 
Zenobia, Study of three heads, the so-called Fury (all three 
now in Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli 
U�zi), and the famous Cleopatra (now in Florence, 
Casa Buonarroti; Figs.�3�6).15 The latter, as pointed 
out by Vasari, had once belonged to Cavalieri.16 All 
of these drawings are executed in black chalk; with 
the exception of Fury (circa 1525), they all contain 
sketches on their versos and depict female heads mostly 
in pro�le. Only Zenobia (circa 1525) and Cleopatra 
(circa 1532�1534) are highly �nished bust-length 
representations of women, though two faintly traced 
sketches appear on the recto of Zenobia: the head of a 
bearded man facing leftward (top right) and the face of 
a putto (bottom left). Of the four drawings, only two 
(Cleopatra and Zenobia) correspond to the typology and 
format of the British Museum Ideal head. In Study of three 
heads (circa 1525), the pro�le of a veiled old woman 









210  |  LORENZO PERICOLO  | 

drawings, or even on the recto (for instance, in 
Zenobia). It is the high degree of achievement and the 
exceptional delicacy of the �heads� that makes them 
worthy gifts for an adored beloved.

Given the relative diversity of themes treated 
by Michelangelo in his �divine heads�, it would be 
tempting to downplay their lyrical dimension. Even 
though it cannot be ruled out that visual motifs pres-
ent in these drawings that seem extraneous to the cel-
ebration of the beautiful woman may still relate to 
Michelangelo�s lyrical imagery, the task of this essay 
is only to investigate the meaning of those full-size 
�divine heads� in which the notion of beauty and cru-
elty is elaborated upon, and to thereby demonstrate 
to what extent these drawings subtly and profound-
ly interact with Michelangelo�s poetic activity: it is 
no exaggeration to claim that Michelangelo radical-
ly transforms the scope and de�nition of the lyrical 
genre both in image and verse. As a corollary, the re-
marks at the end of the essay are meant to explain how 
the initial function of the �divine heads� might have 
been subsequently ful�lled by Michelangelo�s repre-
sentations of the dead Christ, both in his poems and 
works. It is noteworthy that the depiction of beautiful 
women as �teste divine� concerns an extremely limit-
ed portion of Michelangelo�s activity as a draftsman: 
their production apparently begins in the mid 1520s 
and culminates around 1532. From this point of view, 
the �divine heads� are a relatively mature expression of 
Michelangelo�s art and their invention seems to have 
been triggered exclusively by his late passion for Perini 
and, especially, Cavalieri.19

Before going any further, however, it is important 
to brie�y re�ect upon the ways in which the �teste 
divine� are presented to the beholder (and initially, 

to their addressees, the young men cherished by Mi-
chelangelo). As previously noted, almost none of these 
drawings is fashioned as an independent composition; 
in addition to occasionally bearing on the verso the 
marks of Michelangelo�s didactic enterprise (through 
the lingering presence of some pupil�s clumsy trials), 
the sheets preserve (deliberately) the characteristic of 
being working material: an extemporaneous output 
conducted almost mechanically, on a whim.20 The �di-
vine heads� seem therefore to have suddenly surfaced 
from Michelangelo�s imagination, urging the master to 
give them life, quietly and tyrannically �xing them-
selves on the blank side of a used sheet or in whatever 
space remained among previous sketches. With prodi-
gious lucidity, the raptured hand, abandoning all hes-
itation, has accordingly composed a tremendous testa, 
so softly drawn that apparently no tool could have im-
plemented it: the testa is breathed onto the paper and is 
therefore divina. Of course, the genesis of these draw-
ings as reconstructed here is largely a �ction. How Mi-
chelangelo truly proceeded in creating his a�ectionate 
gifts matters little; what is important to understand is 
that, by resorting mostly to already-employed sheets, 
Michelangelo aimed to give the impression that his 
�divine heads� participated in an ongoing creative op-
eration, constituting a signi�cant point, though not 
necessarily a de�nitive apex, of the process. As a re-
sult, the �teste divine� are mostly showcased as having 
interrupted, or disrupted, Michelangelo�s work: they 
even make an irruption into his pedagogic activity. In 
the same vein, and with impeccable calligraphy, Mi-
chelangelo sometimes transcribes his verses on the 
blank areas of sheets previously used for sketching 
and teaching. Poems and �divine heads� hence emerge 
on the paper in mutual analogy: both may be staged 

	 19	 Hartt (note� 2), pp.� 259�264, includes, in a section titled ��Divine 
Heads�: Florence and Rome, 1528�34�, seven drawings, among which the 
British Museum Ideal head. None of the other �teste divine� in the U�zi or 
the Casa Buonarroti appear in this section. Similarly, de Tolnay (note�2), II, 
pp.�97�100, nos. 320�327, creates a section of �Teste Divine�. For the dis-
tinction between �teste divine� and �presentation drawings�, see above, note�3.

	 20	 In this regard, see William E. Wallace, �Instruction and Originality in 
Michelangelo�s Drawings�, in: The Craft of Art: Originality and Industry in the 
Italian Renaissance and Baroque Workshop, ed. by Andrew Ladis/Carolyn Wood, 
Athens, Ga./London 1995, pp.�113�133. See further Schumacher (note�2), 
pp.� 56f., and, more recently, Leonard Barkan, Michelangelo: A Life on Paper, 
Princeton 2011, esp.�pp.�185�188. 



 |  MICHELANGELO’S “DIVINE HEADS”  |  211

	 21	 See ibidem, pp.�35�68 and 235�286 (for a study of Michelangelo�s own 
handwritten poems in Vat. Lat. 3211).
	 22	 �PerchØ, chi cerca diligentemente quale sia la vera di�nizione dello 
amore, trova non essere altro che appetito di bellezza� (Lorenzo de� Medici, 
Comento de� miei sonetti, ed. by Tiziano Zanato, Florence 1991, p.�137). 
	 23	 Ibidem, p.�138. 
	 24	 �[�] lo amore desidera et Ł mosso da uno �ne che si chiama felicità 
e beatitudine, la quale consiste nel congiugnersi con quella bellezza che lo 
amore appetisce e con essa inseparabilmente stare; e insino a tanto che a 
questo �ne di beatitudine non si perviene, amore non solamente non Ł bene, 
anzi Ł pena e tormento insopportabile, piø e manco secondo la grandezza 
dello amore� (ibidem, p.�192). 
	 25	 �Ma gli occhi, l�o�cio de� quali Ł vedere, tanto sono piø felici, quanto 
veggono cosa piø bella, e ciascuna cosa tanto pare agli occhi piø bella, quanto 
Ł maggiore lo amore, cioŁ il desiderio del cuore; perchØ se lo amore Ł gran-
de, necessariamente conviene che la bellezza o sia o paia agli occhi grande, 

torment�, which are for the most part experienced in 
the heart.24 On the contrary, says Lorenzo, �the more 
beautiful is the thing the eyes see, the happier they 
are, and things appear to the eyes more beautiful the 
greater is love, that is, the desire of the heart�. Indeed, 
the appetite for beauty that manifests itself as love 
determines the intensity with which the eyes perceive 
beauty: �if love is great, it ensues that beauty will be 
or appear great to the eyes, otherwise it would not be 
love, that is, desire of beauty.�25 Lorenzo elucidates 
the dialectics of the heart and the eyes as the con�ict 
between two physiological functions: �the heart is the 
seat of the concupiscible appetite, where, namely, all 
the desires are engendered.� As sensory organs, the 
eyes �cannot distinguish the beauty of this or that 
thing�; therefore, �by eyes one necessarily means the 
operation of our soul, which operates through the 
eyes, as well as the contentment and pleasure that it 
feels by means of the eyes, when, relying on them, it 
judges the thing beautiful and, on this count, receives 
consolation and comfort�.26 Lorenzo�s explanation of 
the mechanisms through which love feeds on beau-
ty is ambivalent. In describing the perception of the 
beautiful woman through the lover�s eyes, he does not 
specify whether beauty is primarily an optical impres-
sion or a �gment of the mind: �the eyes, however, not 
only see their object, that is, the eyes and beauty of 

as creative disruptions brought about by the force of 
love; both are crafted as meaningful gifts for the be-
loved.21 It is perhaps redundant to emphasize that the 
very practice of the lyrical genre relies upon the as-
sumption that art making results from disruption, the 
production of the work acting as a forceful defense 
and antidote against the disturbing e�ects of passion. 
The creation of an amorous sonnet or a �testa divina� 
is thus an act of catharsis.

In the proem of his un�nished Comento de� miei so-
netti (1480�1490), Lorenzo de� Medici contends: �if 
one diligently seeks the true de�nition of love, one 
would �nd that it can only be [de�ned as] an appetite 
for beauty [appetito di bellezza].�22 Following in Plato�s 
footsteps, Lorenzo argues that love �is the means by 
which all things attain their perfection, ultimately re-
posing in the supreme beauty, which is God�. Con-
sequently, �true love� presupposes �great perfection� 
in both the beloved and lover, although true love in 
its perfection is extremely rare.23 In commenting on 
his Occhi, io sospiro come vuole Amore, Lorenzo expands 
on the relationship between love and beauty, which 
in his view is the source of both delight and despair. 
Because happiness �resides in fusing with the beauty 
longed for by love, thus dwelling with it inseparably�, 
it is obvious that, as long as that objective remains 
unattainable, love turns into �pain and unbearable 

altrimenti non sarebbe amore, cioŁ il desiderio della bellezza.� On Lorenzo�s 
sonnet �Occhi, io sospiro come vuole Amore� (see ibidem). See also Lorenzo 
de� Medici, Canzoniere, ed. by Tiziano Zanato, Florence 1991, II, p.� 496, 
no.�lxxx. 
	 26	 �Adunque si conclude per una medesima cagione gli occhi essere tanto 
piø felici quanto il cuore Ł piø misero: pigliando questi termini largamente, 
cioŁ il cuore come sede e luogo della concupiscibile, cioŁ nel quale nascono 
tutti e desideri, e gli occhi non in quanto sono senso, perchØ come senso 
proprio et exteriore non possono giudicare la bellezza d�una cosa o d�un�al-
tra; e però bisogna per li occhi intendere l�operazione dell�anima nostra, che 
opera mediante gli occhi, e quel contento e piacere che sente per mezzo dello 
strumento degli occhi, quando per rapporto loro giudica una cosa bella e 
piglia per questo consolazione e conforto.� (Lorenzo de� Medici [note�22], 
pp.� 192f.). In conformity with Lorenzo, Michelangelo considers the eyes 
both a mental �organ� and the source of amorous bliss: Buonarroti (note�1), 
p.�89, no.�166 [348f.]. 
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re; / nØ può non rivederlo in quel che more / di te, per nostro mal, mie gran 
desio. / Come dal foco el caldo, esser diviso / non può dal bell�etterno ogni 
mie stima, / ch�exalta, ond�ella vien, chi piø �l somiglia� (ibidem, p.�18, no.�34 
[186�188]).
	 30	 �E se creata a Dio non fusse equale, / altro che �l bel di fuor, c�agli occhi 
piace / piø non vorria; ma perch�Ł sì fallace, / trascende nella forma univer-
sale� (ibidem, p.�60, no.�105 [285f.]).
	 31	 �S�i� nacqui a quella nØ sordo nØ cieco, / proporzionato a chi �l cor 
m�arde e fura, / colpa Ł di chi m�ha destinato al foco� (ibidem, p.�56, no.�97 
[280f.]).

	 27	 �Ma gli occhi non solamente veggono l�obbietto loro, cioŁ gli occhi e 
la bellezza della donna mia, ma veggono la piø bella et excellente cosa che 
possino vedere, cioŁ la donna mia, perchØ nessuna cosa può tanto desi-
derare il cuore quanto lei; e dal desiderio suo nasce la maggiore bellezza 
della donna mia, la quale Ł tanto piø bella e perfetta, quanto Ł maggiore la 
doglia del cuore, cioŁ il desiderio d�essa� (Lorenzo de� Medici [note�22], 
p.�193). 
	 28	 Buonarroti (note�1), pp.�92f., no.�173 [356f.]. See further ibidem, p.�88, 
no.�164 [347f.].
	 29	 �Amor nel dipartir l�alma da Dio / me fe� san occhio e te luc�e splendo-

my lady, but also see the most beautiful and excellent 
thing they could ever see, for there is nothing that the 
heart could desire more than her, and its desire in-
creases the beauty of my lady, who is the more beau-
tiful and perfect the greater is the pain of the heart, 
that is, its desire for her.�27 Despite its ambivalence, 
Lorenzo�s statement does make clear that the lover 
portrays the beloved as an image of perfect beauty. 
Whether real or imaginary, the image of the beloved 
is mostly a construct. As such, it lends itself to objec-
ti�cation; as a metaphoric object, the image of beauty 
can therefore be reproduced and shared with an au-
dience. 

In many of his poems, Michelangelo both blames 
and praises his eyes for their innate ability to single 
out, assess, and parcel beauty: �my eyes were created 
by my bright star to greatly distinguish beauty from 
beauty� (�po� ch�a distinguer molto / dalla mie chiara 
stella / da bello a bel fur fatti gli occhi mei�).28 As 
a divine gift, Michelangelo�s sense of beauty natural-
ly requires him to discern celestial beauty in human 
beauty:

When the soul departed from God, Love
Made me keen-sighted, made you light
And glow; it is my misfortune that my great desire
Is forced to see him in whatever is mortal in you. 
Just as heat cannot be separated from �re,
So too does eternal beauty inhere in every single
Thought of mine that extols whoever most 
Resembles him, from whom it derives.29

In another sonnet, Michelangelo insists that at-
traction to beauty is necessarily conducive to divine 
contemplation:

If the soul was not created in God�s image
It would only long for outside beauty, which
Pleases the eyes; but because it is so fallacious
It soars upward toward the universal form.30

The expression �forma universale� connotes God 
not only as a metaphysical principle, but also as the 
matrix of any form, visual or conceptual, in conformi-
ty with beauty. Put otherwise, Michelangelo�s bliss and 
curse, his sharp discernment of beauty and vulnera-
bility to love, is also what determines his excellence in 
creating forms:

If I was born neither deaf nor blind to that beautiful
Art in proportion to what burns and steals my heart,
This is the fault of what has destined me to �re.31

It is noteworthy that in the Italian text Michelan-
gelo refers to the person �who [chi] burns and steals 
[his] heart� and �who [chi] has destined [him] to �re�. 
The ambiguity of the pronoun �chi� is most likely 
intentional, indicating that the source of love as de-
sire for beauty is both the beloved (whether male or 
female) and God himself. In keeping with the lyrical 
tradition inaugurated by Petrarch and evolved by Lo-
renzo de� Medici, Michelangelo designates love as an 
image of beauty:
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	 32	 �Amore Ł un concetto di bellezza / immaginata o vista dentro al core, 
/ amica di virtute e gentilezza� (ibidem, p.�20, no.�38 [189�191]). 
	 33	 �Quivi si fa divina, onesta e bella, / com�a sØ simil vuol cosa immor-
tale� (ibidem, p.�22, no.�42 [192�194]). 
	 34	 �Amor, la tuo beltà non Ł mortale: / nessun volto fra noi Ł che pareg-

Love is a concept of beauty
Imagined or seen in the heart.32

As expounded by Lorenzo, beauty originates in 
the woman. However, in imprinting the lover�s heart 
through its sight, the image of the beautiful woman 
trans�gures into divinity. In the soul, Michelangelo af-
�rms, the woman

Becomes divine, honest, and beautiful
For an immortal thing wants everything to be similar 
to itself.33

In a sense, the portrayal of love is never the por-
trait of the beloved. Because the image of the woman 
hints at the divinity from which it emanates� � and 
with which it is likened by the lover�s soul�� it becomes 
the virtual representation of divine beauty. Michelan-
gelo was sharply aware of this phenomenon:

Love, your beauty is not mortal, no face 
Among us can equal the image of the heart, 
Because you feed and burn us with quite 
Another �re and drive us with quite other wings.34

Likewise, because the perception of beauty is 
triggered by desire, thereby spawning �pain and tor-
ment�, the image of the greatest beauty is systemat-
ically accompanied by the greatest cruelty, either as 
the consequence of the beloved�s adamancy in deny-
ing love, or because of her alleged unattainability, or, 
more generally, due to the incommensurability and 
insatiability of earthly desire (even when aimed at 
divinity). In other words, cruelty is an in-built com-
ponent of any portrayal of love. Predictably, Mi-

chelangelo discerns a strict correspondence between 
beauty and cruelty:

Nature was assuredly provident, for such great
Cruelty does not deserve lesser beauty,
So that the opposites mitigate one another.35 

Paradoxically, excessive cruelty can only be mit-
igated through excessive beauty so that the mitiga-

gi�/ l�immagine del cor, che �n�ammi e reggi / con altro foco e muovi con 
altr�ale� (ibidem, p.�25, no.�49 [202]).
	 35	 �Ben provvide natura, nØ conviene / a tanta crudeltà minor bellezza,�/ 
chØ l�un contrario l�altro ha temperato� (ibidem, p.� 39, no.� 69 [230�
233]).

____ 

7 Piero di Cosimo, 
Simonetta Vespucci. 
Chantilly, Musée Condé
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tion preordained by nature is ultimately founded on 
excess. And it is in fact the paroxysm of love as the 
syndrome of a naturally keen-sighted soul that Mi-
chelangelo wanted to convey through his depictions 
of beautiful women earmarked for his young beloved. 
These gifts qualify not only as portrayals of love, but 
also as sublimated representations of unreachable, 
cruelest love. It comes as little surprise that in order 
to express the highest beauty as the acutest epiphany 
of cruelty Michelangelo recovered and revamped the 
traditional format of the �donna bella e crudele� as 
con�gured in the art and poetry of late �fteenth-cen-
tury Florence. It cannot be a coincidence that, in 
terms of iconography, one of the closest counterparts 
to Michelangelo�s Ideal head, Zenobia, and Cleopatra re-
mains the so-called Simonetta Vespucci by Piero di Co-
simo (Fig.�7). 

Executed in the 1480s, Piero�s painting represents 
the bust-length image of a beautiful woman. Enfold-
ed in an orange mantle decorated with green and red 
stripes, the woman�s bare breast is adorned only with a 
necklace of golden scales entwined with a curling asp, 
its thin tail arcing as it sticks out its tongue.36 The 
litheness of the woman�s neck is enhanced by the pu-
rity of her slender nose in pro�le and by her majestic 
forehead, the hairline shaved in accordance with late 
�fteenth-century fashion. The eeriness of the woman�s 
necklace is rivaled by the complexity of her hair dress: 
a tangle of braids zigzagging above a barely visible cap 
punctuated by sizable pearls. On top of her head, a 
brooch equipped with wings and pearls serves as a 

diadem: from it, laces of smaller pearls seem to hang, 
occasionally vanishing beneath the braided tresses.37 
Behind the head, a voluminous braid revolves, inexpli-
cably applied to a transparent veil that rests atop most 
of the head dress, while two braids partially cover the 
nape of the sinuous neck. A winter landscape, made 
ominous by a cloudy sky, �lls the background, bring-
ing to the fore the woman�s snow-like bust. Despite 
the inscription (most probably a sixteenth-century 
addition) engraved on the parapet-like brown band 
below her bust, it is extremely unlikely that the woman 
depicted is Simonetta Vespucci, the beautiful Floren-
tine noblewoman loved by Giuliano de� Medici and 
commemorated by his brother, Lorenzo, in his Can-
zoniere. The living asp surrounding the �gure�s breast 
suggested to Vasari that she was Cleopatra.38 More to 
the point, her attributes designate her as a represen-
tation of lyrical beauty: a woman-snake, alluring and 
cruel, innocent and sensual. 

It is not by chance that Piero turns the silver and 
gold �laments of the woman�s hair into the visual ana-
logs of golden chains or entangled serpents. In de-
scribing the beauty of his lady, Petrarch notes:

You hide away your snare
Amid your blond and curly hair because
Nowhere my desire might get enmeshed;
With your hands, spread your locks in the wind
And bind me there, thus making me happy.
Let no one free me from the golden wire
Artfully careless, or braided high up,

	 36	 For a di�erent interpretation of Piero di Cosimo�s so-called Portrait of 
Simonetta Vespucci, see Dennis Geronimus, Piero di Cosimo: Visions Beautiful and 
Strange, New Haven/London 2006, pp.�49�68. See also, more recently, Cri-
stina Acidini, �Le metamorfosi della �Bella Simonetta��, in: Piero di Cosimo 
1462�1522: pittore eccentrico fra Rinascimento e Maniera, exh. cat., ed. by Elena 
Capretti et al., Florence 2015, pp.�77�89. See further Edward J. Olszewski, 
�Piero di Cosimo�s Lady Fiammetta�, in: Source, XXI (2002), 2, pp.� 6�12, 
esp.�p.�11.
	 37	 On late �fteenth-century hair dresses, see Rosita Levi Pisetzky, Storia del 
costume in Italia, II, Milan 1964, pp. 288–299, and the glossary in Jacqueline 
Herald, Renaissance Dress in Italy 1400–1500, London 1981, pp. 209–231. 

	 38	 �[�] il quale Francesco [da Sangallo] ancora ha di mano di Piero (che 
non la debbo passare) una testa bellissima di Cleopatra con un aspido av-
volto al collo� (Vasari [note�9], IV, p.�71). There is evidence that Francesco 
da Sangallo considered the painting in his possession to be a portrait of Si-
monetta Vespucci, and not a Cleopatra as pointed out by Vasari. On the verso 
of a drawing now in the Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli U�zi, Florence 
(1670  A), one �nds a short message addressed by Paolo Giovio to Francesco 
da Sangallo: �Maestro Francesco honorando: jo mandaj hier Sereno per la 
Simonetta, et non fusti in casa. Siate contento, se vi piace, di darla a questo 
messo, perchØ non servirà ad altri che a me. Vostro el vescovo Jovio.� I thank 
Dario Donetti for providing me with this information. 



 |  MICHELANGELO’S “DIVINE HEADS”  |  215

	 39	 �E i tuoi lacci nascondi / fra i capei crespi e biondi / chØ �l mio volere 
altrove non s�invesca; / spargi co� le tue man le chiome al vento, / ivi mi 
lega, et puo� mi far contento. / Dal laccio d�or non sia mai chi me scioglia,�/ 
negletto ad arte, e �nnanellato et irto, / nØ de l�ardente spirto / de la sua vista 
dolcemente acerba� (Francesco Petrarca, Canzoniere, ed. by Marco Santagata, 
Milan 2004, p.�1095, no.�270, and p.�1103 [56�64]). 
	 40	 �Giovane donna sembra veramente / quasi sotto un bel mare acuto sco-
glio,�/ o ver tra � �ori un giovincel serpente / uscito pur mo� fuor del vecchio 
scoglio. / Ahi, quanto Ł fra � piø miseri dolente / chi può so�rir di donna il fero 
orgoglio! / ChØ quanto ha il volto piø di biltà pieno, / piø cela inganni nel falla-
ce seno� (Angelo Poliziano, Stances / Stanze et Fable d�OrphØe / Fabula di Orfeo: Ødition 
bilingue, ed. by Francesco Bausi, transl. by Émilie SØris, Paris 2006, p.�6 [15]). 

Or from the burning spirit
Of her sight, so sweet and sour.39 

Undoubtedly, the sophistication and complexity 
of the hairdo displayed by Piero�s beautiful woman 
evoke the wicked and ingenious machinery of laces and 
chains, baits and wires used for trapping and hunting. 
The lure of the beloved�s golden braids is instrumental 
in the lover�s entrapment and imprisonment. By the 
same token, Angelo Poliziano, in his Stanze per la giostra 
(1475�1478), describes a wild Giuliano de� Medici 
who, still untouched by love�s power, inveighs against 
woman�s beauty as a wellspring of peril and death:

Truth be told, a young woman almost looks
Like a sharp rock under a beautiful sea,
Or like a youthful snake among the �owers,
Having just slid out of an old rock.
Oh, the most a�icted of all the miserable 
Is the man who bears a woman�s �erce pride!
Because for all the beauty that �lls her face
As much deceit lurks in her insidious breast.40

As will be discussed below, the imagery of the 
�youthful snake� (�giovincel serpente�) and the �old 
rock� (�vecchio scoglio�) recurs in Michelangelo�s Rime. 
Already in his Canzoniere, Petrarch had recalled that

This earthly life is like a meadow where
The snake lies amidst grass and �owers:

If any of its sights is agreeable to the eyes
It is only to more greatly ensnare the soul.41

However, poetry can conquer the per�dious heart 
of the beautiful woman:

There is nothing in the world that verses cannot obtain:
Through their scores, they manage to charm asps
And even to adorn frost with new �owers.42 

For Michelangelo, instead, the cruelty and sour-
ness of the beautiful woman can at times be mitigated 
by experience, over the course of time:

If you do not steer from reason, I hope 
You will make me happy; for snakes
Lose their bite by serving well, just as
Sourness when it sets your teeth on edge.43

Reputed to be the king of serpents and described 
by Pliny as a small snake,44 the mythical basilisk also 
plays an important role in the Italian lyrical tradition.
In describing the power of a woman�s eyes, Lorenzo 
de� Medici fears:

Our basilisk would turn us into stone or
Otherwise our soul should breathe its last.45 

Whether a snake, a basilisk, or Medusa, beauty se-
duces and unsettles, threatens and even kills. In Piero�s 

	 41	 �Questa vita terrena Ł quasi un prato, / che �l serpente tra � �ori et l�erba 
giace; / et s�alcuna sua vista agli occhi piace, / Ł per lassar piø l�animo inve-
scato� (Petrarca [note�39], p.�471, no.�99, and p.�472 [5f.]). 
	 42	 �Nulla al mondo Ł che non possano i versi: / et li aspidi incantar sanno 
in lor note, / nonchØ il gelo adornar di novi �ori� (ibidem, p.�986, no.�239, 
and pp.�989f. [28�30]). 
	 43	 �E se dalla ragion tu non ti parti, / spero c�un dì tu mi fara� contento:�/ 
chØ �l morso il ben servir togli� a� serpenti, / come l�agresto quand�allega i 
denti� (Buonarroti [note�1], p.�27, no.�54 [206�211]).
	 44	 Pliny, Naturalis historia, VIII, 33, 78.
	 45	 �Il nostro bavalischio o faria priete / di noi, o converria l�alma expiras-
si!� (Lorenzo de� Medici [note�25], II, p.�525, no.�cvi.)
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mie stato. / O fussi sol la mia l�irsuta pelle / che, del suo pel contesta, fa tal 
gonna / che con ventura stringe sì bel seno, / ch�i� l�are� pure il giorno; o le 
pianelle / che fanno a quel di loro basa e colonna, / ch�i� pur ne porterei duo 
nevi almeno� (Buonarroti [note�1], p.�55, no.�94 [277f.]).
	 50	 See Flavio Crippa, �Dal baco al �lo�, in: La seta in Italia dal Medioevo al 
Seicento: dal baco al drappo, ed. by Luca Molà et al., Venice 2000, pp.�3�33. 

	 48	 �Con sì fatte tempre� is unanimously construed as �in such a manner�, 
which is also a correct translation, tempre also meaning �ways�.
	 49	 �D�altrui pietoso e sol di sØ spietato / nasce un vil bruto, che con pena e 
doglia / l�altrui man veste e la suo scorza spoglia / e sol per morte si può dir 
ben nato. / Così volesse al mie signor mie fato / vestir suo viva di mie morta 
spoglia, / che, come serpe al sasso si discoglia, / pur per morte potria cangiar 

a�xed at the center of the breast (sometimes by dint 
of a brooch). Examples of this nastro can be discerned 
in Venus and Mars (1483; Fig.�10) and, most conspic-
uously, in the so-called Portrait of a lady, now in the 
Städel Museum, Frankfurt (Fig.�11): an image icono-
graphically related to Michelangelo�s Ideal head. In both 
paintings, the nastro, comprised of �such blendings� 
(�sì fatte tempre�)�� that is, of harmoniously blended 
hair�� �presses and touches the breast it fastens�.48 

Michelangelo most probably composed this son-
net around 1507, when he was residing in Bologna, 
and the female adornments that he admires and cele-
brates in it were assuredly outdated by that time. Thus 
the sonnet takes on the form of a fantasy from Mi-
chelangelo�s youth, and his animation of the garland, 
locks, gown, ribbon, and belt seems mediated through 
a network of recollections that are both literary and 
visual. By fetishizing the objects worn by the beauti-
ful woman, Michelangelo draws partly upon tradition, 
but he also introduces an intensity and radicalization 
that will plainly surface only in later poems. In these 
compositions, his evocation of garments will voice his 
desire for self-annihilation, his wish to turn his skin 
into clothing hewing to his beloved�s skin, as expressed 
in a sonnet most probably written for Cavalieri (circa 
1535): 

Merciful to others and merciless only to itself
The vile worm rises, and with torment and pain
Dresses the hand of others, shedding its cocoon:
Born just and only for death, as can be said. 
May it be my fate to dress my lord�s live
Flesh with my dead �esh, for just as a snake
Sloughs o� its scales against the rock, 

So too death might at least change my state.
If only was mine the furry pelt that,
Interwoven with her hair, forms such a dress
That happily embraces such a beautiful breast!
Then, I would own her through the day; or the plates 
That serve as the base and column of her breast!
For, then, I would at least carry two snowy orbs!49 

Evidently, the beloved of Michelangelo�s sonnet 
switches gender between the second quatrain and the 
concluding tercets. Initially referred to as a �lord�, 
�mie signore� is subsequently reimagined as a wom-
an, although the Italian text preserves a much higher 
degree of ambiguity in the de�nition of the beloved�s 
gender. More stunningly, the metaphors through 
which the garments and the body underneath are de-
scribed are so obscurely interconnected that a distract-
ed reader, in perusing the poem, could easily remain 
confused by the parade of disparate similes conjured 
up by Michelangelo. Unequivocally, the �vile animal� 
(�vil bruto�; translated here as �vile worm� for reasons 
of clarity) that lives for death is a silkworm (bruco). 
Almost homophonic, bruco and bruto are not perfectly 
interchangeable; with bruto, Michelangelo opted for a 
term that designates both animals and human beings, 
thus humanizing the silkworm and its allegedly al-
truistic mission. From the outset, then, Michelangelo 
projects himself into the �gure of the worm: an un-
selfconscious, irrational animal that would prove com-
pletely insigni�cant were it not for its ability to spin 
a cocoon of raw silk. Contrary to what Michelangelo 
suggests, in reality the worm does not necessarily die 
upon leaving its cocoon: it is usually killed beforehand 
in order to secure the quality of silk.50 Michelangelo�s 
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morte Ł men che nulla� (Buonarroti [note�1], p.�17, no.�33 [184�186]); for 
the English translation, see Saslow (note�7), p.�112. 
	 52	 See in this regard Bernadine Ann Barnes, �Skin, Bones and Dust: 

	 51	 �Qual vecchio serpe per istretto loco / passar poss�io, lasciando le vec-
chie arme, / e dal costume rinnovata e tolta / sie l�alma in vita e d�ogni 
umana cosa, / coprendo sØ con piø sicuro scudo, / chØ tutto el mondo a 

mischaracterization of the worm can therefore be jus-
ti�ed only in light of the primary image he intends to 
develop in the quatrain: his metaphorical self-trans-
formation into a �skin� of silk that perfectly �ts his 
beloved�s hand in the form of a glove. Not surprising-
ly, Michelangelo also wishes to morph into a snake, 
which sheds its skin after tenaciously rubbing its body 
against a rock. Once again, the simile is �awed. Snakes 
do not die after losing their skin: they �rejuvenate�. 
On this score, however, they may symbolize the res-
urrection of the soul. In an incomplete sestina (circa 
1524�1529), Michelangelo expresses a similar aston-
ishing desire:

Like an old serpent through a narrow space
May I pass, shedding my old armor,
And may my soul, stripped of its old habit
And of everything human, be restored to life,
Covering itself with a more trusty shield:
Faced with death, the whole world is less than nothing.51

In his contempt for his own bodily persona, Mi-
chelangelo assimilates himself to a dismissible envelop: 
a �ap of removed skin, as the one wielded by the vic-
torious Saint Bartholomew in his Last Judgment, which 
scholars have construed (rightly in my opinion) as a 
self-portrait of the master.52 It is impossible here to 
explore the manifold implications of this. On the other 
hand, I will be able later to say more about the op-
position between �armed� and �nude� proposed by Mi-
chelangelo in the sestina. For now, it is important to 
stress that by discarding its old scales (�vecchie arme�) 
in passing between two rocks (�istretto loco�), the 
snake allows its nudity to be shielded by a new armor: 
a metaphor for the soul protected by divine love from 
temptation (characterized by Michelangelo in the pre-

ceding verses of this sestina as the �wicked habit� that 
deprives him of divine grace). Returning to the sonnet, 
it is not accidental that the imagery of the serpent �nds 
its place in a sonnet entirely consecrated to Michelan-
gelo�s desire to become an integral part of the beloved�s 
attire: a second skin worn tight to, and coalescing with, 
the man�s/woman�s body. On a deeper level, the snake 
is an analog of Michelangelo�s desire: the loss of the 
scales is tantamount to a �change of state�, to subli-
mation. But is this spiritual sublimation? Does it en-
tail the transcendence of carnal desire? By stripping its 
skin with the aid of an �old rock� (�vecchio scoglio�), 
the serpent, according to Poliziano, recovers its youth 
(�giovincel serpente�)�� that is, its ability to seduce and 
newly inject its petrifying poison. Does Michelangelo 
also wish to become a rejuvenated snake, an object of 
fatal seduction? Of course not: at least, not consciously. 
But his self-assimilation with the snake, if considered 
within the context of the Florentine lyrical tradition, is 
imbued with latent contradictions: for him, the serpent 
is both desire and annihilation of desire; it acts as the 
embodiment of puri�ed passion only after (temporari-
ly) shedding its scaly skin. 

In a sense, the contents of Michelangelo�s tercets 
constitute a regression into a lyrical imagery that had 
inspired him years earlier. The �furry pelt [�] in-
terwoven with her hair� (�l�irsuta pelle [�] del suo 
pel contesta�) is no doubt identical with the �ribbon 
gilded at the tips, with such blendings� (�quel nastro 
[�] dorato in punta, con sì fatte tempre�) evoked 
in the early sonnet quoted above. Now, however, the 
adornment reveals itself in its rudimentary physiolo-
gy: it is pelle (both �pelt� and �skin�) of pelo (�hair�) and, 
if the alliteration of the two terms was not enough, 
Michelangelo speci�es that it is �hairy� (�irsuta�) like 
a beard. Through its metaphorical evocation, this rib-
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themselves as base and support for him / so I might carry him for at least 
two snows�. 
	 54	 See Salvatore Battaglia, Grande dizionario della lingua italiana, XIII, Turin 
1986, p.�268, s.v. pianella.
	 55	 For a discussion of this piece and its relation to Donatello�s sculpture, 
see Adrian W.B. Randolph, Engaging Symbols: Gender, Politics, and Public Art in 
Fifteenth-Century Florence, New Haven/London 2002, esp.�pp.�35�41. 
	 56	 See Wilde (note�2), pp.�77f., no.�41; Hartt (note�2), p.�260, no.�366; de 
Tolnay (note�2), II, p.�97, no.�320; Gere (note�2), p.�72, no.�14; Chapman 
(note� 2), pp.� 201f.; and Schumacher (note� 2), pp.� 144f. (as by Antonio 
Mini). 

Self-Portraits in Michelangelo�s Last Judgement�, in: Sixteenth Century Journal, 
XXXV (2004), pp.�969�986. See further Rosand (note�9), pp. 214f. 
	 53	 For a discussion of the term, see Herman Grimm, review of �Le Rime 
di Michelangelo Buonarroti [�] cavate dagli autogra� e pubblicate da Ce-
sare Guasti�, in: Über Künstler und Kunstwerke, I (1865), pp.� 97�113; idem, 
�Nachträge zum Leben Michelangelos�, in: Über Künstler und Kunstwerke, II 
(1867), pp.� 41�56, 97�113; Cesare Guasti, �Di alcune critiche tedesche 
sulla nuova edizione critica delle Rime di M.A. Buonarroti P.S.EA. fatta sugli 
autogra��, in: Il Buonarroti, III (1868), pp.�3�22; Die Dichtungen des Michelagniolo 
Buonarroti, ed. by Karl Frey, Berlin 1897, p.�55, no.�lxvi, and p.�346; Buonar-
roti (note�1), p.�277; and Saslow (note�7), p.�94: �or the slippers / that make 

bon of false braids is already presented as an organic 
extension of the body: one that is moreover perceived 
as animated, indeed lucky enough (�con ventura�) to 
�embrace� the woman�s breast. Perhaps more di�cult 
is the interpretation of �pianelle� (translated here as 
�plates�). The term has puzzled many a scholar, since 
pianelle are usually �slippers� in early modern Tuscan 
vernacular.53 Of course, slippers do not serve as the 
�base and column� of a breast (�quel� in the sonnet 
certainly refers to �seno�). The term pianella, howev-
er, also refers to a cap or helmet covering the head.54 
Needless to say, neither caps nor helmets hold and 
support the breast. But what if, metaphorically, Mi-
chelangelo intends �pianelle� (�caps�) as the two cups 
that buttress the breast as a part of a cuirass? Although 
there are no immediately apparent extant examples of 
such an item, one can perhaps imagine these �pianel-
le� as the metallic concave plates (or cups) that hold 
the breast of Dovizia, a glazed terracotta statuette by 
Giovanni della Robbia (Fig.� 12) that scholars have 
interpreted as a (slightly modi�ed) reproduction of 
Donatello�s now destroyed homonymous sculpture for 
the Mercato Vecchio, Florence.55 In his Seated woman 
(Fig.�13) executed around the same time as the �tes-
te divine� for Cavalieri, Michelangelo sketched in red 
chalk the face, neck, and sections of the garment of 
a warrior woman, completing the half-�gure in pen 
and brown ink.56 On her breast, the woman displays 
what might be the breast plate of a cuirass, made up of 
three or �ve parts: two breast �cups� that may or may 
not be independent of two broad straps a�xed to the 

shoulders; and a vertical plate undergirding the cups. 
Whether metallic or not, this fantastically re-assem-
bled breast plate is somewhat analogous to that worn 
by Donatello�s famous Judith (Fig.�14). More specif-
ically, Judith�s cuirass consists of a plate adhering to 
her upper chest with, at the center, an extension point-
ed downward cleavage-like, as well as two spauldrels; 
the metallic plate meaningfully contrasts with the soft 
gonna revealing through its folds Judith�s blossoming 
breast (with its outjutting nipples), whose relief is in 
turn enhanced by a �simple belt, tied up in a knot� (to 
paraphrase Michelangelo). As will be discussed short-
ly, the adaptation of armor (for instance, helmets and 
cuirasses) into ornamental props worn by the �donna 
bella e crudele� is not uncommon in late �fteenth-cen-
tury lyrical imagery. If one accepts this meaning of 
�pianelle�, then it is evident that the �due nevi� (liter-
ally, �two snows�) that they support are the two snow-
white breasts of the beautiful woman. 

A closer inspection of one of Michelangelo�s �di-
vine heads�, the so-called Zenobia (Fig.�3), reveals an in-
teresting parallel in this regard. Provided with a raised 
collar, a sort of vest laterally encloses the woman�s chest, 
opening enough to reveal her luscious bare breast: two 
soft orbs of �esh. A strip linking the two sides of the 
vest curiously lines the upper part of the chest, atop 
the �due nevi�. Immediately below the chest, a band, 
perhaps of fabric, serves as a support, enhancing the 
impression of tactile softness with which the breast is 
�divinely� infused. Even if the delicately sketched band 
below the chest is not a pianella, the example of Zenobia 






























