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Summary. Since antiquity, specialists have worked to facilitate the communication of hearing impaired individuals, which according to the current literature, is among the disabilities that have the greatest impact on
the quality of life. The system by which deaf people communicate is based essentially on sign language and
the manual alphabet, employing gestures, and facial and body expressions. Although there is no exact data on
how many people communicated through sign language in ancient times, studies show manual alphabets were
used by deaf people in Europe in the early 15th century. Perhaps this was a reflection of a significant number
of deaf people living throughout Europe at that time and who needed sign language to communicate. In this
context, this manuscript, for the first time, demonstrates the renowned Italian Renaissance artist and genius
of human anatomy Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) may have used deaf sign language in the fresco
The Crucifixion of Saint Peter [Cappella Paolina, Vatican City, Italy]. This would demonstrate the engagement
of one of the greatest Renaissance artists, with a clinical condition that has been studied by numerous health
specialists since ancient times. (www.actabiomedica.it)
Keywords: Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Crucifixion of Saint Peter, Fresco, Hidden signature, Sign language,
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Introduction
A recent study1 shows hearing loss was the fourth
leading cause of years lived with disability (YLDs)
worldwide in 2015, representing 5.8% of YLDs due to
all causes. Additionally, in 2015, half a billion people
worldwide had a disabling hearing loss and 1.34 billion had a mild-to-complete hearing loss in the better-

hearing ear-6.8% and 18.1% of the world’s population,
respectively. Accordingly, hearing loss has received
unprecedented attention and medical specialists form
various fields (otology, audiology, neuroscience, engineering, public health, and public policy) have combined their efforts to improve the quality of life and
facilitate communication for individuals with hearing
impairment.1-4
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As a rule, the deaf or hard of hearing access information and communicate through sign language.
In this language system, signs are articulated through
gestures, and facial and body expressions, and consequently, perceived through sight. In this context, the
manual alphabet, which is a system of representing the
letters of the alphabets of written oral languages [using
the hands], becomes essential to better understand the
deaf community, as it is mainly used to form words
[especially names of localities or people] that for which
there is no equivalent gesture in deaf sign language.5-8
Although there is no exact data on the number
of hearing impaired people who consequently communicated through sign language at the time, studies
show that some manual alphabets were used by deaf
people in Europe in the early 15th century, even in
some Renaissance paintings.9,10 Perhaps, this may suggest there were a significant number of deaf people
living throughout Europe at that time who needed
sign language to communicate. It should be borne in
mind that in the early fifteenth century endogamous
marriage was quite common,11,12 and consequently the
birth of deaf children was also frequent, as inbreeding
represents a risk factor for hearing disability.6,13 That
is why Italian Renaissance artists had no difficulty
working with their hearing-impaired friends and colleagues. Even today, especially in southern Italy, there
is a deeply rooted tradition of expression through nonverbal communication, the use of hands, facial expressions, and body language in widespread.9 With this in
mind, this manuscript demonstrates for the first time
that the renowned Italian Renaissance artist and genius of human anatomy Michelangelo Buonarroti
(1475-1564) may have used the sign language of the
deaf [the ancient Italian manual alphabet] in the fresco
The Crucifixion of Saint Peter located in the Cappella
Paolina, in the Vatican City, Rome.
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Figure 1. The Crucifixion of Saint Peter fresco (1546-1550) [Dimensions: 625 x 661 cm]. Michelangelo Buonarroti, Cappella
Paolina, in the Vatican City, Rome.

fresco Michelangelo included some characters making
hand gestures that may be in accordance with the sign
language of the deaf [ancient Italian manual alphabet],7
and consequently designating the letters M, B, D and
F. Together, those read from left to right could be understood to form the initial letters of the artist’s name,
as follows: Michelangelo Buonarroti Di Firenze [Michelangelo Buonarroti from Florence] (Figure 2).

Discussion
During the Renaissance, there were many legal
and social restrictions that made it difficult for artists

Analysis
The fresco that chronicles The Crucifixion of Saint
Peter was painted by Michelangelo Buonarroti in the
Cappella Paolina, in the Vatican City between 1546
and 1550, it represents one of the artist’s principal
works (Figure 1).14 With a detailed analysis of this famous piece, it can be seen that at the bottom of the

Figure 2. Detail from The Crucifixion of Saint Peter. Note the
similarity between the gestures of Michelangelo’s characters
and the gestures that designate the letters M, B, D and F in the
old Italian manual alphabet used in deaf sign language.7 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Cappella Paolina, in the Vatican City, Rome.
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to expressing their true intentions when producing a
work of art. Perhaps the main one being that artists
were forbidden to sign their own works, particularly
those commissioned by the hierarchy of the Catholic
Church. The stated purpose was to ensure artists remained in their places and to protect them from the
sin of pride. For this reason, many artists inserted images of their own faces, or even letters alluding to their
names within their works.9
Therefore, we can infer that the cultural context in
which Michelangelo found himself may indeed have
led the artist to camouflage [through deaf sign language]
his initials in The Crucifixion of Saint Peter. Indeed, the
literature has shown that Michelangelo wished to leave
a record that he had authored this work. Proof of this
is that the artist portrayed himself in the figure of a
man in a blue turban who appears mounted on a white
horse at the top of the fresco (Figure 1).14 In this way,
The Crucifixion of Saint Peter, besides containing the
artist’s self-portrait, may also include his signature in
the form of the initial letters of his name, including the
mention of his origin [Di Firenze/from Florence] employing the sign language of the deaf that was used in
Italy at the time the fresco was produced (1546-1550).
Clearly, this attitude is quite understandable, because
after all, this would be the last fresco the artist would
paint in the Vatican.9
The fresco The Crucifixion of Saint Peter, provides
further details that seem to suggest Michelangelo was
in fact trying to evoke the main clinical feature of the
deaf, which is the non-perception of audible sounds,
namely silence; as can be seen:14
1. Michelangelo depicts St. Peter in silence, contrary to the apocryphal Acts of the 3rd century and
the Golden Legend, which tells Hegesippus’ version,
according to which Peter on the cross considers the
two reasons for his desire to be crucified upside down:
not to compare himself with Christ and to represent the
condition emblematically, for we are the sons of the first
man, whose head is buried in the earth. Peter’s silence
underscores the severity of his accusing gaze directed
at the viewer (Figure 1).
2. The omnipresence of silence in fresco of St. Peter is suggested by a character in the central group that
is holding a finger on his lips, which is undoubtedly
a gesture alluding to silence (Figure 3). According to
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the literature, Michelangelo uses this same symbolic
resource [a finger on the lips] to evoke the symbology of
silence in one of his earlier works [Madonna of Silence]
painted in 1538 (Figure 3).
The first reports about the education of deaf children date back to the sixteenth century in Italy and
Spain. Even though Bartolo della Marca d’Ancona
(1314-1357), in his Digests Nova, mentioned the possibility of the deaf being able to express themselves
with signs and use lip-reading to understand other
people’s speech, Girolamo Cardano (1508-1576) was
the first scientist in Italy to support the possibility
and the social duty of educating deaf people, although
he was not involved in this specific field himself. He
was reproducing the position sustained by the early
humanist Rodolphus Agricola, in his De inventione
dialectica (1479), where it was reported that the deaf
had been trained to understand and to communicate
with everyone through writing. Cardano invented a
code of teaching for which, unfortunately, no evidence
remains. Later, Fabrizio Acquapendente (1533-1619),
borrowing and sharing the statements of Cardano, argued, in his two essays devoted to the matter, there is
a difference between mimics and the use of signs by
deaf people and that muteness was a mere consequence
of the lack of hearing.5 The pioneering experiences
of teachers of the deaf are documented in sixteenthcentury Spain. The Benedictine monk Pedro Ponce
de Leon (c.1508-1584) is the first one about whom
there is information. He taught several deaf children
to write and to represent words manually, although little is known about his teaching method.5,10
Within this historical context, it is highly likely
that Michelangelo knew of these authors and their
publications about sign language, and also about the
importance of the ancient Italian manual alphabet for
the deaf community, for like many Renaissance artists, Michelangelo was a versatile artist with extensive
knowledge in many areas, including those related to the
organization and functioning of the human body.9,15-18
This is completely in keeping with what Leon Batista
Alberti (1404-1472), a prime example of Renaissance
man, wrote. According to Alberti, the artist in his social
context cannot be a mere artisan, but an intellectual well
versed in all disciplines and fields.9 Thus, Michelangelo
may actually have used sign language used by the deaf
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Figure 3. (A) Detail from The Crucifixion of Saint Peter, showing a character with his finger on his lips, alluding to silence (B).
Michelangelo Buonarroti, Cappella Paolina, in the Vatican City, Rome. (C) Madonna of Silence [Madonna del Silenzio] (c.1538) by
Michelangelo Buonarroti. Note that John the Baptist (on Mary’s right) has his finger on his lips, alluding to silence (Red Chalk Dimensions: 21.7 x 16.5 cm, is part of the Cavendish-Bentinck family’s Portland Collection).

in Italy at the time, to sign the fresco The Crucifixion
of Saint Peter.
Therefore, Michelangelo in his social and cultural
context actually shows himself to be someone who was
concerned with conveying a message that would certainly encompass the deaf community of his time, for
as the specialized literature9 describes him: Michelangelo, in addition to expressing his universalist sentiments
in his works, also believed that the Catholic Church should
fulfill God’s will through true brotherhood between the rich
and the poor, and above all, between the privileged and the
oppressed.
In addition, it should also be noted that the information presented in this manuscript highlights the
social engagement of one of the greatest artist’s humanity has ever seen, with a clinical condition that
since antiquity has been extensively studied by numerous health experts.

“Man is unique not because he does science, and his is
unique not because he does art, but because science and art
equally are expressions of his marvelous plasticity of mind.”
Jacob Bronowski (1908-1974)
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