Excerpts from The Agony & the Ecstasy: 

A Novel of Michelangelo (1961)
by Irving Stone
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There was a fire crackling in the hearth, warm light in the brass lamps on Lorenzo’s [de’ Medici] writing desk, a pleasant air of camaraderie.  Seven chairs were drawn up to a low table.  The shelves of books, Greek reliefs, cases of cameos and amulets made the room intimate and cozy.  The Plato group received him casually, then returned to their discussion of the comparative worth of medicine and astrology as sciences, giving Michelangelo an opportunity to sort out the faces and personalities of the four scholars who were reputed to be the outstanding brains of Italy.

Marsilio Ficino, fifty-seven, had founded the Plato Academy for Cosimo [de’ Medici], Lorenzo’s grandfather.  He was a tiny man, under five feet, and though suffering the continuing ills of the hypochondriac he had translated all of Plato and become a living dictionary of ancient philosophies by translating the body of Egyptian wisdom . . . Trained by his father to be a doctor, he was well acquainted with the natural sciences as well.  He had helped introduce the printing of books in Florence.  His own writings attracted scholars from all over Europe who came to listen to his lectures.  In his beautiful villa in Careggi . . . he burned an undying lamp in front of a statue of Plato, whom he was trying to have canonized as the “dearest of Christ’s disciples,” an act of heresy as well as inverted history for which Rome had nearly excommunicated him.  His nieces quipped:
“He can recite the whole of a Plato dialogue but he can never remember where he left his slippers.”

Michelangelo next turned his attention to Cristoforo Landino, about sixty-six, tutor of Lorenzo’s father, Piero the Gouty, and of Lorenzo himself, brilliant writer and lecturer, training the Florentine mind to free itself from dogma and to apply the findings of science to nature . . . He was the Dante authority, having published his commentary in the first version of The Divine Comedy printed in Florence.  His lifetime work centered around the Italian language . . . which almost single-handed he was turning from a despised argot into a respected language by translating into it Pliny, Horace, Virgil . . . [i.e., ancient Roman writers]

Perched on the edge of a stiff leather chair was Angelo Polziano, thirty-six year of age, who was said by opponents of the Medici to be kept close at hand because by contrast he made Lorenzo appear attractive.  Yet he was acknowledged to be the most fantastic scholar there: publishing in Latin at the age of ten, invited into the Florentine Compagnia di Dottrina at twelve to be trained by Ficino, Landino and the Greek scholars brought to Florence by the Medici.  He had translated the first books of Homer’s Iliad by sixteen and been taken into the palace of Lorenzo to become tutor to his sons.  One of the ugliest men, he was possessed of as lucid and limpid a style as any poet since Petrarch . . .

Michelangelo’s eyes now went to the youngest and most attractive of the group, twenty-seven-year-old Pico della Mirandola, who read and wrote in twenty-two languages.  The other members of the group teased him by saying, “The only reason Pico doesn’t know a twenty-third is that he can’t find one.”  Known as the “great lord of Italy,” with a sweet and sincere nature, unspoiled by his soft golden hair, deep blue eyes, flawless blond skin, slender figure, Florentines called him “beautiful and beloved.”  His intellectual concept was the unity of knowledge; his ambition, to reconcile all religions and philosophies since the beginning of time.  Like Ficino, he aspired to hold in his mind the totality of human learning.  To this end he read Chinese philosophers in Chinese, Arabic in Arabic, Hebrew in Hebrew, believing that all languages were rational divisions of one universal language . . .

The door opened.  Lorenzo entered, limping from an attack of his recurrent gout.  He nodded to the others, turned to Michelangelo.

“This is the sancta sanctorum: most of what Florence learns is started in this room.  When we are in the palace, and you are free, join us.” . . .

The most important idea he gleaned from the swift, learned talk was that religion and knowledge could exist side by side, enriching each other.  Greece and Rome, before the dawn of Christianity, had built gloriously in the arts, humanities, sciences, philosophy.  Then for a thousand years all such wisdom and beauty had been crushed, declared anathema, buried in darkness.  Now this little group of men . . . these few fragile men, led and aided by Lorenzo de’ Medici, were attempting to create a new intellect under the banner of a word Michelangelo had never heard before:

Humanism.

What did it mean? [103-107]

“How can I establish a figure, even the crudest outline, if I don’t know what I’m doing?  How can I achieve anything but surface skin sculpture, exterior curves, outlines of bones, a few muscles brought into play?  Effects.  What do I know of causes?  The vital structure of a man that lies beneath the surface, and that my eye can’t see?  How can I know what creates, from within, the shapes I see from without?”
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These questions he had already asked Bertoldo.  Now he knew the answer.  It had been buried within him for a long time.  He came to grips with its necessity.  There was no escape.  He could never become any part of the sculptor he planned to be until he had trained himself through dissection; until he knew the workings of every last component within the human body, precisely what function it served and how it accomplished its end; the interrelation of all the parts, bone, blood, brain, muscle, tendon, skin, guts.  Figures in the round had to be complete, seen from every angle.  A sculptor could not create movement without perceiving what caused the propulsion; could not portray tension, conflict, drama, strain, force unless he saw every fiber and substance at work within the body that was shaping the power and drive; unless he knew what a movement in front did to the corresponding muscles behind; until he grasped the whole of the human body itself.

Learn anatomy he must!  But how?  Become a surgeon?  That would take years.  Even if he could follow that unlikely train, what good would it do to dissect two male corpses a year, in a group effort in the Piazza della Signoria?

There must be some way that he could see a dissection.

He remembered that Marsilio Ficino was the son of Cosimo de’ Medici’s doctor.  He had been trained by his father until Cosimo  had suggested that he was “born to doctor men’s minds, not their bodies.”
He set out on foot for Careggi and Ficino’s villa to lay his problem before the near sixty-year-old who was working night and day in his manuscript-strewn library . . . He was admitted to the villa by Ficino’s two pretty nieces and escorted into the library.  The tiny founder of the Plato Academy sat beneath a bust of Plato, pen in inky fingers, deep furrows in his tight-skinned face.

Michelangelo made it clear at once why he had come.  Then added”

“As the son of a doctor, trained to be a doctor yourself,  you must know what the insides of a man is like.”

“I did not complete my medical studies.”

“Do you know if anyone is dissecting now?”

“Assuredly not!  Don’t you know the penalty for violating a corpse?”

“Banishment for life?”

“Death.”

After a silence, Michelangelo asked, “And if one were willing to risk it?  How could it be gone about?  Watch the poverty fields for burials?”

Aghast, Ficino cried, “My dear young friend, you cannot conceive of yourself as a grave robber.  How may times do you think you would succeed?  You would be caught with the mutilated corpse and hanged . . .  Let’s talk of other, more pleasant things.  How does your sculpture go?”

“That’s what we have been talking about, dear Ficino.”

He stuck to his problem.  Where to find available corpses?  The dead of the rich were buried in the family tombs; those of the middle class were surrounded with religious ritual.  Which dead in Florence were unwatched and unwanted?  Only the very poor, the familyless, the mendicants who filled the roads of Italy.  These people were taken to hospitals when they were sick.  Which hospitals?  Those attached to churches, with free beds . . .

Could he ask Prior Bichiellini for his unclaimed corpses?  If the prior were caught, something worse would happen to him than death: he would be put out of his order, excommunicated . . . [177-178]

1) Although these excerpts come from a historical novel [i.e., fiction], in what ways does knowing the historical background/context help the reader understand what’s going on?  In what specific ways does the author, Irving Stone, show his knowledge of the period?  Explain.

2) What are some strengths and weaknesses of using historical novels to learn history?  Explain.
