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Abstract. The study of human anatomy, besides being fundamental to the practice of medicine, has traditio-
nally always been present in the daily life of many Renaissance artists. In this context, the specialized litera-
ture has described the famous Renaissance artist Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) as being among the
greatest artist-anatomists of his time. Thus, many researchers have tried to better understand the inspirati-
ons of this famous artist, and even the possible diseases that affected this genius of human anatomy. There-
fore, for the first time, this manuscript provides evidence that Michelangelo Buonarroti may have concealed
letters, numbers, and faces in the anatomy of the Vatican’s Pieza [ Virgin Mary/Jesus Christ] in 1498-9. The
revelation of these findings, besides testifying to the artist’s considerable skill in representing the corporeal
forms in his sculptures, will also be provide useful insights into the iconographic understanding of a work of
art that is undoubtedly one of the most important of the Renaissance. Moreover, the present study shall be
important for professionals in the medico-artistic field and those who keep some interest in the history of

human anatomy, which is undoubtedly a fundamental discipline for the practice of medicine.
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Introduction

The study of human anatomy, besides being fun-
damental for the practice of medicine, has also been
present in the daily life of great artists since antiquity
(1). According to the specialized literature on the Italian
Renaissance (2-10), Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-
1564), was one of the greatest artist-anatomists of his
time. This is mainly due to the fact that during the Re-
naissance, knowledge of human anatomy became a ne-
cessity among great artists, who used that knowledge to
ensure the representations of the human body in their
works of art, especially in the sculptures, would be much
closer to reality (1,6,9,11). Indeed, at that time, Italian
Renaissance artists considered it a necessity to become
anatomists, in their attempt to produce a more life-like,

sculptural portrayal of the human body, as /.../ having

seen human bodies dissected one knows how the bones lie,
and the muscles and sinews, and all order of conditions of
anatomy [...] (12,13). In this context, many authors
have joined efforts to better understand Michelangelo’s
artistic inspirations, and even the possible diseases that
affected this genius of human anatomy (1,14,15). Addi-
tionally, several works of art by many Italian Renaissance
artists, including those by Michelangelo Buonarroti, are
noteworthy not only due to the excellent representation
of human physical forms but also because they include
secret messages/signatures and half-hidden faces (1).
Therefore, for the first time, this manuscript demon-
strates that Michelangelo Buonarroti’s celebrated Vat-
ican’s Pieta from 1498-9, besides being able to present
the initial letters of the artist’s name, may also contain
three faces semi-hidden in the drapery that emphasizes
the corporeal forms (anatomy) of the Virgin Mary, and
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which, furthermore, are in complete agreement with the
iconography of this work. Additionally, in the forearm
and hand of Jesus Christ there are still some anatomical
details (veins) that may support this hypothesis.

Analysis

The Pieta by Michelangelo Buonarroti in the Vat-
ican is undoubtedly one of his most famous marble
sculptures. It was commissioned by the French cardi-
nal Jean Bilheres de Lagraulas (¢.1430-1499) [cardinal
of Saint-Denis] to decorate his tomb in St. Peter’s Ba-
silica in Rome/Italy (16). The contract of commission
for the Pieta, written by Iacopo Gallo, who acted as the
intermediary in ordering the work, points out that this
would be the most beautiful marble sculpture in the
entire city of Rome, a piece no other living artist could
create (1,17,18). See below some of the terms in the
original contract, from August 1498:

Maestro Michelangelo, statuary of Florence [...]
shall at his own proper costs make a Pieta of marble, that
is to say a draped figure of the Virgin Mary with the dead
Christ in her arms, the figures being life-size, for the sum
of four hundred and fifty gold ducats in papal gold, to be

finished within the term of one year from the beginning of

the work [...]. And 1, Iacopo Gallo, do promise the Most
Reverend Monsignore [cardinal of Saint-Denis], that the
said Michelangelo shall complete said work within one
year and that it shall be more beautiful than any work in
marble to be seen in Rome today, and such that no master
of our own time shall be able to produce a better (17,18).

Currently, the Pieza is in the Cappella della Pieta,
located inside the Basilica of St. Peter in Rome/Italy
(Figure 1) (1,18,19). By applying the Buso method of
delineation (20,21) to the drapery (anatomy) of the
Virgin Mary, Michelangelo Buonarroti’s initials [ M’
and ‘B’], as well as two numbers 9’ and %’, become
apparent (Figure 2). In addition, three faces are also
visible on the breast of the Virgin Mary (Figure 3).

Discussion

Renowned authors (1) have pointed out that many
of the most famous works of art from the Renaissance
are replete with hidden ideas and secret codes. This may
be due to the fact that at that time; even the most re-

nowned painters were considered mere employees, and
often could not express their real intentions when elab-
orating their works, especially those commissioned by
the Catholic Church. There were many restrictions that
hampered and limited the artists of that period. Perhaps
the main one being that artists were forbidden to sign
their own works, particularly those commissioned by
the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. For this reason,
many artists inserted images of their own faces, or even
letters alluding to their names within their works (1,22).
Hence, we can explain the existence of Michelangelo
Buonarroti’s initials on the Pieza, as this was the only
way the artist had to leave his signature, and thus be
remembered as the author of the work. However, the
sash that crosses the Virgin Mary’s chest already bears
the signature of the author: MICHAEL ANGELUS
BONAROTUS FLORENT FACIEBAT, that is, Mi-
chelangelo Buonarroti of Florence, made this work (Figure
1)(1,23). So, what is the explanation for the letters [ A/’
and B’] hidden in the Pieza, since Michelangelo had de-
clared his name on the chest of the Virgin Mary? The
answer is as follows (1):

According to accounts, the day the statue was un-
veiled, Michelangelo hid behind a column in St. Pe-
ter’s Basilica, waiting for the crowd to applaud him and
the critics to praise his name. Instead, he heard people

Figure 1. The Vatican’s Pieta, sculpted by Michelangelo Buonarroti
in 1498-9 [Marble, 174 x 195 cm, St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome/Italy].
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Figure 2. (A) The Vatican’s Pieza, highlighting the specific areas of the drapery (anatomy) where application of the Buso method reveals the
letter 2” (B), the numbers 9’and %’ (C) and the letter ‘B’ horizontally (D). Michelangelo Buonarroti (1498-9) [Marble, 174 x 195 cm, St.
Peter’s Basilica, Rome/Italy].

say that the wonderful new statue could only be the
work of a great talent from Rome or from Lombardy
- from anywhere but Florence. Furious, Michelangelo
risked his life that night, entering the cathedral, climb-
ing onto his masterpiece, and quickly inscribing on the
sash that crosses Mary’s chest: Michelangelo Buonar-
roti of Florence did this work. He escaped before the
Swiss Guards, who most likely would have beheaded
any intruder on the spot, could arrest him. Recent ex-
aminations using laser light on the surface of the Pieza
lend weight to the story. Apparently somebody had
polished the whole statue with a constant movement
for months, and then the inscription on the strip was
made very quickly by someone with a nervous and
slightly hesitant hand. The writing also serves as a wit-
ness, as it is full of errors, which would be very un-
derstandable given the haste and fear of Michelangelo
would have felt at the time. When the artist’s signature
was discovered, Michelangelo had to be pardoned by
the Pope, and most likely he had to promise never to
sign another work.

These facts demonstrate that the artist’s signature
declared on the Virgin Mary’s sash was only made after
the sculpture had been completed. Obviously, this may
have been a reflection of the young Michelangelo’s [4e
was 24 years of age] impatience to have his authorship
of the work recognised, since with only his half-hidden
initials it would undoubtedly have been more difficult
for the artist to be widely recognized as the author of
this celebrated work.

With regard to the two numbers [9’and %] in the
drapery (anatomy) of the Virgin Mary, they may indeed
be alluding to the Gospe/ of Nicodemus. There are for two
reasons for this: 1- It was Nicodemus who took Jesus
Christ down from the Cross (24) and therefore, is a very
important character in the crucifixion. 2- It is in Chapter
9, Verse 5 of the Gospel of Nicodemus that the narrative
of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is described, including
that Jesus was crucified with two other men (25). Let us
see [ Gospel of Nicodemus - Chapter 9, Verse 5]:

Then Pilate ordered the curtain be drawn before the
Judgment seat on which be sat, and he said to Jesus: “Your
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nation has convicted you for being a king. For this reason, I
pronounce sentence: first you will be flogged according to the
decree of the pious kings; and then you will be hanged on the
cross in the garden where you were seized. And let the two
criminals Dysmas and Gestas be crucified with you” (25).
Hence, we can explain the three half-hidden faces
in the drapery (anatomy) of the Virgin Mary as allud-
ing to the face of Jesus Christ and the two criminals
who were crucified with him. Detailed analysis reveals
the central face has the classic facial features attributed
to Jesus Christ, and that in this case would be in the
centre of the Pietd’s chest as the main character of the
crucifixion (Figure 3). The other two faces, to the right
and left sides, would be Dysmas and Gestas, respectively
(Figure 3). The very arrangement of the three faces on
the breast of the Pieta [one on the right side, the other on
the left side, and that of Jesus Christ in the centre], can still
be explained by reading in Luke 23:32,33. As we can see:

Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with
him to be executed. When they came to the place called the
Skull, they crucified him there, along with the criminals—
one on his right, the other on his left (24).

Another aspect that supports this interpretation is
the fact that Michelangelo, being a highly knowledge-
able regarding the Hebrew alphabet (1,26), certainly
knew that the word Pieta corresponds perfectly to the
Hebrew word rachmanut, and which denotes a combi-
nation of compassion, love, pity, solace, grief, pain and
care (1). Therefore, by placing the faces of the two crim-
inals next to that of Jesus Christ on the Virgin Mary’s
chest, the artist could be conveying the idea that the
sorrow and compassion of Mary would not only be for
the dead body of Jesus Christ that was lowered from
the cross [&y Nicodemus] and placed on her lap, but also
for the death of two other men, in this case Dysmas and
Gestas. Thus, Michelangelo would in fact be adding, in a
unique way, characters that were really part of the whole
narrative of the crucifixion and which are also in accord
with the iconography of the Pieza (compassion, love,
pity, solace, grief, pain and care).

Furthermore, the specialized literature (17) offers
evidence that in the sculptures/works of the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, one can perceive considerable
refinement in the representation of the drapery, since it

Figure 3. (A) The Vatican’s Pief, highlighting the chest of the Virgin Maria where the three faces appear [inside the circles] (B). (B) Note
that the face in the centre [red circle] shows the facial features [shape of the nose and beard] traditionally attributed to Jesus Christ. (C) By
applying delineation [Buso method] to the faces, they become even clearer. Michelangelo Buonarroti (1498-9) [Marble, 174 x 195 cm, St.

Peter’s Basilica, Rome/Italy].
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is to reflect all the movements of the characters, so that
no part of the drapery is empty of movement. Hence, in
this way, Michelangelo highlights the corporeal forms
of his figures through emphasis on the drapery; and
thus the artist manages to maintain a complementary
relationship, designed to bring out the structure and
dynamics of the body (17). Therefore, it is presumed
that, given the fact the artist was well aware of the im-
portance of this relation of the corporal forms with the
drapery in the representation of his figures; it would
be unlikely that all the elements [letters, numbers, and
faces] identified in the drapery (anatomy) of the Virgin
Mary were carved at random, that is, without the artist
really being aware of their existence.

We should also point out that the specialized lit-
erature (1) describes that at the time of Michelangelo,
ecclesiastical art was supposed to glorify the place of
worship, inspire the faithful, and educate the illiterate
majority of the population. Hence, attractive illustra-
tions of important stories from the Gospels and the
lives of the saints were needed to enlighten the uned-
ucated masses, to instruct the next generation in the
ways and in the history of Christianity. This explains
why many medieval and Renaissance churches are
home to incredibly colourful frescoes, which some-
times narrate an entire book from the Bible. However,
pretty pictures that required a quick glance were insuf-
ficient. Art had to serve as an eternal source of reve-
lation and fascination with the religious atmosphere.
That is one reason why art in Michelangelo’s day was
so complex: it had to withstand hundreds of hours of
prolonged contemplation. The onlookers had to believe
new meanings and new ideas could always be found in
the images. The artists in Michelangelo’s time created
amazing works that spoke to all levels of intelligence.
The ordinary citizen saw beautiful statues and pictures
and heard the cleric narrate their meanings or related
stories. However, for those with more learning, there
were many other things to discover when exploring
each work of art (1,8). In this context, an extremely
important anatomical detail emerges in the Vatican’s
Pieta, and consequently in the narrative of the crucifi-
xion of Jesus Christ. As we can see:

According to what is written in the Bible, Jesus
Christ being on the cross was pierced by a spear (John
19:34) (24). Therefore, by the time he was taken from

the cross and then placed in the arms of the Virgin
Mary, he was already dead; and it was unlikely that
there was still blood in her veins. However, Michelan-
gelo represented the forearm and hand of Jesus Christ
with prominent veins, typical of one who is alive (Fi-
gure 4). Thus, it would be plausible to suppose that
Michelangelo’s intention was to represent Jesus Christ
alive after his death, for after all he would be resurrec-

ted (Acts 1:3) (24).

Conclusion

In view of this abundant historical context, and from
all the anatomical and iconographic evidence demon-
strated in this manuscript, it would be plausible to sup-
pose that the artist actually purposely elaborated all these
elements [Jetters, numbers, faces and veins] in the Vatican's
Pieta in reference to his own name and the characters
who composed the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.

What is more, even if all the elements identified
in this manuscript present a great challenge to any art-
ist, especially to a young man of only 24 years of age;
we cannot forget that Michelangelo’s entire intellec-
tual training [since the age of 15] had been based on
the Neoplatonic teachings of Marsilio Ficino and Pico
della Mirandola; who often very clearly argued that

Figure 4. Detail of the distribution of the veins [arrows] on the
surface of the forearm and hand of Jesus Christ in the Vatican’s
Pieta. Michelangelo Buonarroti (1498-9) [Marble, 174 x 195
cm, St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome/Italy].
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artists should combine concepts referring to sculp-
ture/architecture, cosmology/mathematics, anatomy/
medicine, religiosity/spirituality, and symbology (1).
Accordingly, each new work by Michelangelo became
extremely invigorating and complex, as the artist did
not have the consent of his patron [Catholic Church]
to use these Neoplatonic ideas, which were considered
subversive at the time. Despite which, even though it
was forbidden, Michelangelo secretly inserted various
Neoplatonic teachings in his works. That is why in
most of them, there are innumerable secret symbols
and codes that require special attention to be deci-
phered (1,26). This becomes especially evident when
it comes to a work, such as the Vatican’s Pieta, which,
even after five centuries since its creation, is still ex-
tremely invigorating.

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at
him: Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” But
the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he
said, ‘Since you are under the same sentence? We are pun-
ished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But
this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he said, Jesus,
remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Jesus
answered him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with

me in paradise.”

Luke 23:39-43
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