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Did Michelangelo (1475-1564) have
high-functioning autism?

Muhammad Arshad and Michael Fitzgerald

Summary:

In this paper evidence is presented that Michelangelo met the criteria for

Asperger’s disorder, or high-functioning autism. The evidence relates to his single-
minded work routine, unusual lifestyle, limited interests, poor social and communica-
tion skills, and issues of life control. Depression and various medical conditions,
including gout, renal colic and renal stones, did not stop his obsessive working habits.

Early life and family

Michelangelo di Ludovico Buonarroti was consid-
ered by the artist and historian Giorgio Vasari
(1511-1574) to be one of the greatest artists of all
time. Michelangelo was born on 6 March 1475 at
Caprese, near Arezzo, in Tuscany. Vasari explained
Michelangelo’s genius by the conjunction of
“Mercury and Venus in the house of Jupiter at
his birth”’12.

Michelangelo’s father was Ludovico di Leonardo
di Buonarroti Simoni and his mother Francesca
Neri. He was placed with a wet-nurse, as Francesca
was too sick and frail to nurse him. A wet-nurse
would apparently have exposed him to “the less
gentle and even boorish ways and habits in the
houses of peasants or common people’’?. Francesca
died in 1481, when he was only six years old. His
father remarried in 1485, to Lucrezia. Vasari
compared Michelangelo to Raphael (1483-1520)
and observed that until Raphael came along most
artists showed ““a certain element of savagery and
even madness”’. Vasari attributed Raphael’s sweet,
civilized nature to the fact that he was breastfed by
his mother — whereas Michelangelo was not?.

Michelangelo’s great-grandfather was a success-
ful banker but his grandfather was not successful
in banking. One paternal uncle was a money-
changer!. There was a family history of interest in
mathematics and calculations, both of which are
features of autistic persons (e.g. Ramanujan3).

Michelangelo was the second oldest of five
children, all boys. His brothers, always a source
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of concern to him, were named Leonardo,
Buonarroto, Giovansimone and Sigismando. They
had little regard for sculptors and said: “This is the
most mechanical exercise...accompanied many
times by a great deal of sweat”. Buonarroto was
the only brother who married and had children*.
Vasari was led to comment of Michelangelo and his
siblings:

The perplexity of heredity has no more striking illustration than
is here to be found — brain power, nervous energy, strength of
purpose, capacities of the highest quality in several directions,
bestowed by nature in their fullest bounty upon this one son;
with complete contradiction of all these qualities in the case of
the other sons.?

King states that Michelangelo was “quite often
beaten unreasonably by his father and his father’s
brothers who, being impervious to the excellence
and nobility of art, detested it and felt that its
appearance in their family was a disgrace’’!. One
brother mentioned that ““Michelangelo was a rest-
less young man, ambitious but erratic, he had
trouble applying himself to anything ... unmarried,
lived with his father and clashed with father and
brother’1.

Torrigiano (1472-1522), an artist and a friend of
Michelangelo, became envious of Michelangelo’s
achievements, and struck him a blow on the nose
with the fist with such force that he broke and
crushed it, marking Michelangelo for lifel.

Michelangelo was influenced by and had affec-
tion for Girolamo Savonarola, a priest who was
tortured, hanged and burned in 1498 for expressing
the opinion that ““sodomites should be burned
along with the vanities chessboard, playing cards,
mirrors, fancy clothes and perfume bottles”. He
had once called the floods in Florence and Rome
““an account of our sins’’12,

Michelangelo was placed in a grammar school
with Maestro Francesco da Urbino. At that time he
drew only in secret. He was scolded by his father
and elder brother and at times beaten. When aged
14 he was placed for three years in apprenticeship
with the famous artist Domenico Ghirlandaio
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Figure 1. Bust of Michelangeo by Daniele da Volterra (c. 1509-1566).
(Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence.)

(1449-1494), who said that Michelangelo knew
more about drawing than he did. Aged 20, in his
father’s home, Michelangelo carved a statue of
Hercules that later was sent to Francel.

Michelangelo was very insecure and extremely
ambitious. He shared his father’s behaviour and
emotions in most ways. His grandfather, father and
a brother showed autistic traits. Features of mood
disturbance appeared in his mother, father, uncle
and brother. Michelangelo had a history of physical
abuse by his family members.

Later life and death

In 1538 Michelangelo (Figure 1), now aged 63,
developed a deep friendship with Vittoria
Colonna, who was 46. He wrote poems that
revealed his admiration for and devotion to her.
The friendship continued until her death in 15475.

In 1555 he was engrossed with all kinds of
thoughts about death: “I conceive of no thought in
which death is not engraved .

Vasari mentioned that Michelangelo was feeling
lonely and miserable before he died on 18 February
1564, after a “slow fever”’®. He had said ‘“I am alone
and miserable trapped as a marrow under the bark
of the tree. Pains have quartered me, torn me,
broken me and death is the only inn awaiting me’”.
He made his will in three clauses, in front of his
physician: “his soul to God, his belongings to the
earth and his material possessions to his nearest
related”’®. His nephew took his body to Florence,
where he was buried in the Church of Santa Croce
and the inhabitants remembered him as “father
and master of all arts”2.

Criteria for Asperger’s syndrome

In 1944 Hans Asperger described the condition of
““autistic psychopathy”, characterized by problems
in social integration and non-verbal communica-
tion, idiosyncratic verbal communication and an
egocentric preoccupation with unusual and cir-
cumscribed interests. Lorna Wing in 1981 and then
Gillberg in 1991 suggested diagnostic criteria for
Asperger’s syndrome?. This condition is now also
called high-functioning autism.

According to the criteria set by the American
Psychiatric Association8, Asperger’s syndrome
includes qualitative impairment of social inter-
action and non-verbal communication problems.
Restricted, repetitive or stereotyped patterns of
behaviour are seen, along with clinically significant
impairment of social and occupational functioning.
Language and cognitive development are not
significantly affected clinically and other pervasive
developmental disorder is not associated®.

Impairment of social interaction

Michelangelo was aloof and a loner. Like the
architect John Nash (1752-1835)7, who also had
high-functioning autism, he had few friends. His
mentor Giulano da Sangallo (1443-1516) described
him as unable to make friends or to maintain or
hold on to any relationship for long. Michelangelo
did not want the society of others since by nature
he was a solitary and melancholic character.
Ascanio Condivi (1525-1574), the artist’s assistant,
admitted that Michelangelo had a reputation, as a
young man, for being bizarre e fantastico because he
“withdrew from the company of men”. Vasari
pointed out that Michelangelo’s aloofness was not
arrogance or misanthropy so much as a necessary
prerequisite to his creation of great works of art,
since artists, he claimed, should “shun society” in
order to devote themselves to their studies?.

He was not able to show his feelings to the Pope
or to his friends, family and others. He gave some
rope to a “poor carpenter’” who sold it so that he
could have dowries for his two daughters, but
Michelangelo was unable to show emotion.

King! describes Michelangelo’s encounter with
Raphael in the middle of the Piazza San Pietro.
Michelangelo sneered ““You with your band, like a
bravo”. Raphael retorted “and you alone, like the
hangman”. It seems clear that the rude, suspicious
Michelangelo was the one person in Rome on
whom Raphael’s famous charm was lost entirely.
King! mentions that in 1511 the people of Rome
found Michelangelo sublime and Raphael beauti-
ful. The Irish statesman and writer Edmund Burke
developed a pair of aesthetic categories in his
Philosophical Enquiry into Origin of our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful, published in 1756, to under-
stand Raphael and Michelangelo’s styles:
“beautiful”” was used to denote smoothness,
delicacy, softness of colour and elegance of
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movement, while ““sublime”” was used for the vast,
the obscure, the powerful, the rugged and the
difficult — attributes which produce in the spectator
a kind of astonished wonder and even terror®.

Michelangelo was the opposite of Bramante
(1444-1514), a famous artist at that time.
Bramante was extrovert, muscular, handsome,
unfailing, merry and a generous companion,
although himself distrustful and intolerant of
other talented artists.

Sometimes Michelangelo took on projects in
which he lacked the necessary expertise, but he
still preferred to work independently. He blamed
his assistant Bernardino for the failure to make a
giant bronze statue and had to leave Bologna after
a smear campaign. Another assistant, Lapo, said of
Michelangelo: “he is a deceitful good-for-nothing
fellow who did not do what I wanted”. Vasari says
that another assistant of Michelangelo, Indaco, was
a notorious shirker but was liked nevertheless by
Michelangelo — “no one was more pleasing to him
or more suited to his humour than this man’”2.

Paolo Giovio (14861552, Italian bishop and
historian) stated: ‘“His nature was so rough and
uncouth that his domestic habits were incredibly
squalid, and deprived posterity of any pupils who
might have succeeded him’’2. Michelangelo was
not interested in acquiring disciples but only in
finding assistants for particular tasks, merely using
them as hired help rather than nurturing their
talents. He employed assistants on a short-term
basis, got their advice and then replaced them with
cheaper labour. He was by nature a solitary worker
and distrusted assistants.

He was afraid of competition from others and
always befriended those who accepted his suprem-
acy and who were not a threat to his talent. He
would become jealous and did not like the praise of
others, although he did look for praise, and became
annoyed when criticized.

Michelangelo was known for his moody and
suspicious nature®!®. The Pope decided to stop
work on a tomb and Michelangelo was sent home.
According to Bramante, Michelangelo insisted he
did not wish to attend to anything but the tomb. In
Bologna he later begged the Pope to pardon his
behaviour at the time. The Pope said, “Instead of
coming yourself to meet us, you have waited for us
to come out to meet you”. The bishop who
introduced him to the Pope said of Michelangelo
“such men were ignorant creatures”’?.

He was not able to express his feelings. Others
called him arrogant and odd. Trivial matters often
upset him easily. At the time of his uncle’s death,
his aunt’s lawsuit, his brother’s death and the
Pope’s illness, he was unable to concentrate on his
work. He found the visit of his brother,
Giovansimone, a hindrance and hoped the bad
air of Rome would drive him away.

He wrote to his brother Buonarroto ““I have no
friends of any sort and want none. I have not even
time to eat as much as I should. So you must not

bother me with additional worries for I could not
bear another thing”’2.

On the birth of his nephew, he wrote in a letter
that his older brother ““Leonardo should not make
so rejoicing over a new birth”. He did not attend
the funeral of Leonardo in 1510, which underlines
his inability to show emotion.

Michelangelo was a nervous, somewhat aggres-
sive boy, unsure of himself except for his talent,
and lacking in many of the social graces*. In 1505
he was very unhappy with the cramped lodgings
he shared with three other men. He complained
““Since I have been here, it has only rained and has
been hotter than I ever believed it could be
anywhere on earth’”. He wrote to his brother
Buonarroto ““Anything might happen to shatter
my world.”

Control issues

Michelangelo stated that “A man paints with his
brains and not with his hands”!. Davies said that
Michelangelo “showed a single-minded devotion
to his art”’!%. He had a most retentive memory and
was able to generate, in a short time, many
hundreds of sketches for the Sistine ceiling. He
never made two alike or even in the same pose.

He was obsessed with work. Only when he was
injured or upset was he unable to concentrate on
work. At such times he wanted his friend
Florentine to treat him.

He would demand higher prices for his works
than had been agreed, even from his friend Agnolo
Doni. Condivi wrote that Michelangelo was inter-
ested in instilling his art in “noble people and not
in plebeians’’10.

Michelangelo, finding himself in the power of
another, felt he had to make the best of a bad
business. When a courtier of the Duke of Milan
criticized or failed to recognize his work, he said
“You will find you have made a bad bargain this
time for your master. Get you gone out of my
sight’4.

He tried to control his staff and family, money,
time and much else. The loss of control caused him
great frustration. While working on the painting
The Flood, during a rainy period he wrote in a letter
to his father: I am in a great quandary. I lose my
time fruitlessly.”

Imposition of routines on self and others

He exhibited stereotyped behaviour. Condivi
claimed that Michelangelo ““groomed” his pig-
ments and this needed many hands. “Ever the
perfectionist, he fretted about his quality and he
stipulated that the colour must be of the best
obtainable in Florence.” He bought colour from
“beyond the sea” (in fact, Afghanistan).
Vasari said that:
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Michelangelo had a universal ability in every art and every
profession, who might be able, working by himself alone, to
show what manner of thing is the perfection of the art. The
world might choose him and admire him as its highest exemplar
in the life, works, saintliness of character, and every action of
human creature.”

He was a loner, self-absorbed, and gave his
undivided attention to his masterpieces — a feature
of autism.

Michelangelo wrote letters to himself. In one he
wrote “I, Michelangelo have received an account
from our Holy Lord Pope Julius II for five hundred
papal ducats towards the painting of the ceiling of
the papal Sistine chapel, on which I am beginning
work today’’1%. Michelangelo asked his friend
Giuliano to tell the Pope “I shall work better here
and with great zeal as I shall not have so many
things to think of”2. This is typical of autistic
nature, as he needed complete concentration.

He was a workaholic and toiled eight years on
The Last Judgement, which was finally made avail-
able for public view in 1541, Davies!? claims that
he accomplished ““the work of two or three
ordinary men in his life”. On one occasion when
he was not able to paint, he began work on a piece
of marble to make four figures, including The Dead
Christ.

Michelangelo was fascinated and obsessed with
nudity and many of his works involved human
nudity in a masterly way. He abandoned the study
of corpses because it affected his stomach.

He was obsessed with money, too. Rab Hatfield,
Professor of Art History at the Florence campus of
Syracuse University in New York, stated that
Michelangelo had quietly built up “an incredible
and largely unknown nest-egg, which made him
one of the richest artists of the period and perhaps
of all time”. He had been ““at least five times richer
than Leonardo, Titian or Raphael”’12. It is puzzling
that George Bull mentioned Michelangelo was
“tormented by financial problems” throughout
his life, although he owned farmland and kept a
chest at his house in Rome full of money?3.

He paid the greatest price in terms of suffering
for the divine gift of art: “I am a poor man and of
little worth, labouring in that art that God has
given me in order to extend my life as long as
possible”. According to King!, Michelangelo said,
“I see myself so ugly, my face has the shape that
causes fright”.

Preoccupation with circumscribed interests

He wrote to his brother: “I do nothing but work
day and night, and have endured and am enduring
such fatigue that if I had to do the work over again
I don’t believe I should survive”!. Modelling and
casting statues exhausted Michelangelo. He wrote
to his father, “I am living here in the greatest
discomfort and in a state of extreme fatigue”2. He
wrote in a letter to Bartolommeo Angiolini: “I have

a great task to perform, but I am old and unfit,
because I work one day and I have to rest for four
in consequence”’®.

Michelangelo was in the grip of passion for his
work: he worked at night and while on holiday —
work was always a pleasure and, throughout his
life, his only love®.

His eating habits were odd and he was said to
eat ““more out of necessity than for pleasure”. His
sleep pattern and obsession with work were erratic:
“for ten years of sleepless nights, I have been
designing a Pieta”. He could no longer sleep and
got up at night to work with his chisel, wearing a
cardboard helmet upon which he fixed a candle to
light his work!2,

Speech and language problems

Michelangelo was not a great public speaker. He
could not be engaged in long conversation and
would often walk off in the middle of an exchange.
He was bad-tempered and had anger outbursts.
King describes him as a squat, flat-nosed, shabbily
dressed, ill-tempered sculptor from Florence.

Davies mentioned that Michelangelo “can be
needlessly fierce and rude with speech when he
thinks he is being made sport by Leonardo da Vinci
(1452-1519)’10. Davies makes the comment that he
showed:

outspoken freedom and even rashness of his utterance in all
matters where he had a right to an utterance. ... Uncontrolled
too often of temper and speech, his life in other respects showed
a strong sense of control, and asked for no special pleas such as
genius is apt to put forward for itself. And, be it remembered,
we are dealing with a man for whom the ordinary conventions
of society had no charm."”

Of a surly nature, the artist was renowned for his
sarcastic wit. He once joked that a particular artist
had executed a picture of an ox very well because
““any painter can make a good portrait of himself”.

Non-verbal communication problems

He was strange, without affect, and isolated. He
was preoccupied with his own private reality. He
almost always worked alone.

He followed his father’s advice — “never wash
yourself...allow yourself to be rubbed but
don’t wash yourself”. Condivi reported that
““Michelangelo often slept in his clothes and in
the boots which he has always worn and he has
sometimes gone so long without taking them off
that then the skin came away, like a snake’s, with
the boots’"2.

Homosexuality

A great deal of attention has been focused on
whether Michelangelo had homosexual tendencies.
Homosexuality is a modern, post-Freudian cate-
gory of erotic experience that people of the Middle
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Ages and Renaissance clearly did not understand
in terms equivalent to ours. The speculation about
Michelangelo’s homosexuality rests on a relation-
ship with Tomm de Cavalieri, a young nobleman
for whom he developed a powerful infatuation
after they met in about 1532.

Cesar Limbos (1836-1909) thought Michelangelo’s
“anomalies psyche” could be deduced from his
irritability and fits of anger, the alternating sym-
pathy and suspicion, and his pathological fears and
morbid melancholy. Wilheim Lange-Eichbaum
(who died in 1950) characterized Michelangelo as
“depressive, strongly schizoid, bio negative person
with paranoid traces with a homosexual ten-
dency”®. A biographer wrote that Michelangelo
was impotent, a paedophile or a homosexual, and
had contracted syphilis!?.

King! described him as utterly indifferent to
women, at least as lovers. In one sonnet he wrote
“woman’s too much unlike, no heart by rights/
ought to grow hot for her, if wise and male”.

Michelangelo’s anxieties about sex are some-
times linked to his perceived homosexuality. Any
study of Michelangelo’s sexual preference is beset,
however, by lost or suppressed evidence.
Michelangelo’s anxious, ascetic views on sex were
neatly summed up in a piece of advice he once
gave to Condivi: ““if you want to prolong your life,
practise it not at all, or the least that you can’"1°.

Co-morbidity

From time to time Michelangelo suffered from
various physical ailments, including gout, renal
stones and renal colic. He suffered for months from
an unusual and debilitating form of eyestrain after
working on frescos!.

Van Lieburg® (1930-1988) relates Michelangelo’s
recurring depression to the completion of his great
artistic achievements, such as the sculpture Boboli
Slaves. No work of art in its last stages or after
completion seemed to hold the excitement for
Michelangelo that he originally invested in this
particular work. Van Lieburg claims that a depres-
sive tone obtruded in the imagery of the final
phases of many of his works. In his sculpture this
depression took the form of loss of interest, which
contributed to the fact that more than half the
works were not completed. He mentioned his
mental exhaustion and depression in a letter to
his father:

I lead a miserable existence and reck not of life nor honour - that
is of this world; I live wearied by stupendous labours and beset
by a thousand anxieties. And thus I lived for some fifteen years
now and never an hour’s happiness have I had.®

This permanent state of despair provides a con-
vincing argument that he was experiencing a true
depression.

His depression is reflected in several of his
poems that have death as their central theme®. In
his mid-50s he wrote of suicide longingly in poetry,

observing that self-slaughter would be “right for
him who lives a bondsman, wretched, unhappy’’°.
He said, “I get my happiness from my dejection;
whatever’s born must come to death”. His gloomy
and irritable mood as he neared the end of his
labours on the Sistine Chapel was expressed in a
figure on the north side of the chapel, the Prophet
Jeremiah.

Michelangelo refused to amuse himself as he
had no desire to be cheered up, since the world
was a place of tears. His father wrote to
Michelangelo “I wish you could avoid these
projects, when you are worried and unhappy it is
difficult to do well”.

He was paranoid at times, narcissistic and
schizoid. The Pope stopped work on the tomb of
Julius II in 1545 and Michelangelo was convinced
that a dark plot was afoot, a conspiracy in which
Bramante was involved. Michelangelo believed the
chief architect to St Peter's was determined to
undermine his artistic career or even to have him
murdered. Michelangelo was made chief architect
in 1546.

Conclusion

Michelangelo’s single-minded work routine, un-
usual lifestyle, limited interests, poor social and
communication skills, and various issues of life
control appear to be features of high-functioning
autism or Asperger’s syndrome, similar to those
of John Nash’, Ramanujan3, President Eamon de
Valera'®, Isaac Newton'*, Ludwig Wittgenstein'®
and others!®. Depression and various medical
conditions, including gout, renal colic and renal
stones, did not stop his obsessive working habits.
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MEDICAL MEMORIALS

Florence Nightingale, OM (1820-1910)

Santa Croce, Florence, and St Margaret of Antioch,
East Wellow, Hampshire

The plaque and statue of a lady with a lamp in
the cloisters of Santa Croce, Florence, was placed
there by the Italian Red Cross and is a memorial
to Nightingale’s birth in the Villa Colombaia in
that city on 12 May 1820. Her rich parents were
on an extended Continental journey after their
wedding two years previously. Parthenope, her
elder sister, had been born at Naples in 1819 and
was named after one of the Sirens said to have
been buried there.

Aged 90, Florence died at her home, 10 South
Street, Mayfair in London, on 13 August 1910.
The cause of death, certified by Louisa Garrett
Anderson, daughter of Elizabeth, was ““old age
and heart failure”.

Nightingale wanted a simple funeral and
for her body to be used for medical science.
Her wishes were not observed and after the
offer of burial in Westminster Abbey was turned
down by the family, a grand funeral service
was held at St Paul’s Cathedral on 20 August.
The coffin was borne by sergeants from regi-
ments that had served in the Crimea.
Afterwards a special train carried it to Romsey
in Hampshire. The day was wet while the
cortege passed Broadlands, formerly the estate
of Lord Palmerston (1784-1865) and later of
Louis Lord Mountbatten (1900-1979). It then
went slowly through the grounds of Embley
Park, the winter home of the Nightingale family,
where in 1837 Florence had heard her “call to

service’”’, and the journey ended at the local
small parish church.

After a short service inside the church she was
buried in pouring rain in the graveyard beside
her parents. “F. N.”” is on one side of the white
stone memorial, together with her dates of birth
and death, and on the other sides are the names
of her father, William Edward Nightingale
(1795-1874), her mother, Frances Nightingale
(died 1880), and her greatly loved sister,
Parthenope (1819-1890), who is buried at
Claydon in Buckinghamshire.

A memorial service to Florence Nightingale is
held each year at East Wellow on the Sunday
nearest her birthday.

John M T Ford
Tonbridge, Kent, UK




