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The purpose of this note [Fig. 1] is to present and comment 
briefly on a remarkable Post-Script to a letter composed by 
Cardinal Maffeo Barberini [Fig. 2] on 12 October 1618, and ad-
dressed to the cardinal's brother, Don Carlo [Fig. 3], who was 
then in Florence. The post-script reads: 

Mi disse una volta S.' Caval.' Passignani che al S' Michelangelo 
Buonarr1i restava qui verso ii Palazzo d'Aless:"0 una statua co-
minc'a gia da Michelangelo, et che ne Sarebbe fatto fuori, Se 
si puo haver p. buon mercato sotto mano col mezo del med mo 

Passig:"0 la piglierei p.che ii fig.10 del Bernino che fa gn riusc.ia 
la p fetionerebbe.1 

[The Cavaliere Passignano (Domenico Cresti, 1559-1638) once 
told me that Michelangelo Buonarroti (the Younger, 1568-1646 
[Fig. 4], grand-nephew of the sculptor, a life-long friend of Maffeo 
Barberini)2 still possessed here (in Rome), toward the Palazzo 
d'Alessandrino, a statue begun by Michelangelo, and that he 
might be parted from it. If it can be obtained cheaply through 
Passignano, I would take it because the son of (Pietro) Bernini, 
who is having great success, would bring it to perfection.]3 

The passage is of extraordi11ary interest from a number 
of points of view.4 To begin with, it is the earliest documentary 
witness to the precocious success of the young Gianlorenzo, 
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8. Michelangelo Buonarroti,
«The Florentine Pieta», 
1547-1555, Carrara marble,
H. 226 cm, Florence,
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo



The 'Palestrina Piela': Gatherings on the History of 'a Statue Begun by Michelangelo' 

9. Michelangelo Buonarroti, «Piela», 1538-1544 (drawing made 
for Vittoria Colonna), black chalk on cardboard, 28.9 x 18.9 cm, 
Boston, Isabella Stuart Gardner Museum 

the Florentine Piela [Fig. 8).14 The right arm is close to that of 
Michelangelo's often-copied Piela for Vittoria Colonna [Figs 9 
and 1 O] .15 But most of all, the general composition of the figure, 
including legs, torso, and head, recalls the Christ of the Palestri-
na Piela. It is tempting to imagine the Saint Sebastian as a kind 
of prospectus that might have led to the extraordinary idea of 
having the young Bernini complete an unfinished work by Mi-
chelangelo. 

At this point we must consider the actual candidates 
brought to mind by the Post-Script: the Florentine Piela, the 
Rondanini Piela, and the Palestrina Pieta. 16 The Piela now in the 
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo, Florence, can be traced without 

10. Pietro Aquila, after Annibale Carracci, «Piela with Saints», c. 1674, 
engraving and etching, 36.5 x 50 cm, New York, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Drawings and Print Department, no. 51.501.3552 
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significant interruption from Michelangelo's own studio in Rome 
to its present location. 17 It was sold to Francesco Bandini in 
1564 and it remained in the Bandini garden on the Quirinal Hill 
until, after several moves around Rome, in 1674 when it was 
shipped to Florence. 18 At the time of Maffeo Barberini's letter 
the statue was still where Bernini undoubtedly studied it, in the 
garden which at that point belonged to Cardinal Ottavio Bandini, 
Francesco's grandson. 19 

There can be no doubt that the Rondanini Piela [Fig. 11) 
is identical with the one, mentioned in the sources, on which 
Michelangelo was working in the last days of his life. However, 
there is no definite trace of it subsequently until modern times, 
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11. Michelangelo Buonarroti,
«The Rondanini Piela», 
c. 1564, Carrara marble,
H. 195 cm, Milan,
Castello Sforzesco,
Museum of the Rondanini
Piela (Ospedale
Spagnolo), since 1956 




















	Palestrina1.pdf
	Palestrina2



