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IBM grant brings Michelangelo’s 
Florentine Pietà back to life

The mysteries of Michelangelo’s unfi nished masterpiece, the Florentine Pietà, are unraveled by 
an IBM grant. 

ibm.com/research/pieta

“The final result of this 
study will be a near per-
fect replica of the work, 
set up in a way that will 
enable me to carefully 
study the image inch by 
inch, from all possible 
vantage points and draw 
some long-awaited con-
clusions.”

Jack Wasserman
Professor Emeritus
Temple University

The story behind Michelangelo’s 

Florentine Pietà is almost as entranc-

ing as the sculpture itself. In 1555, after 

laboring over the magnificent work for 

a full decade, Michelangelo took a 

hammer to the unfinished Pietà sculp-

ture that many believe was intended to 

mark the artist’s own grave. Fortunately, 

an assistant stopped Michelangelo 

before it was too late. 

But why did he do it?

This question has puzzled art histori-

ans everywhere, including Jack 

Wasserman, Professor Emeritus at 

Temple University, who came to IBM 

for a technology-based grant that 

would enable him to mount an unprec-

edented study of the sculpture. In the 



The complete statue is more than seven feet tall and contains four, larger-than-life figures carved from 
a single block of marble. However, online viewers are able to access every nuance from Wasserman’s 
three-dimensional rendering.

process, he hoped to discover why 

Michelangelo tried to destroy a 

masterpiece. 

Art, algorithms and recreating genius

This remarkable story is now chroni-

cled in Michelangelo’s Florence Pietà, 

a new book by Wasserman published 

by Princeton University Press, which 

is the most thorough and revealing 

study ever published on one of 

Michelangelo’s works of art. And vir-

tual tours of the sculpture are now 

available in museums around the 

world through kiosk presentations 

donated by IBM that reveal this 

extraordinary collaboration of art and 

technology. Researchers from the IBM 

Thomas J. Watson Research Center, 

working with Wasserman, have cre-

ated a near-perfect digital replication 

of Michelangelo’s statue and pio-

neered what is perhaps the most 

comprehensive research project ever 

conducted on a single work of art.

Funded by IBM, the technological 

challenges involved capturing the 

statue in minute detail and interpreting 

the billions of bits of data that resulted. 

In the process, IBM developed new 

3-D imaging technology, which can 

now be applied to the problem of digi-

tizing very large real-world objects—

priceless artistic masterpieces, for 

instance, or works of architecture. This 

enables the examination of an object 

in exquisite detail even without access 

to the original. 

Michelangelo’s statue remains in the 

Museum of the Opera del Duomo in 

Florence, but its mysteries are unravel-

ing in IBM interactive kiosks around 

the world.

Viewers can now learn of the Pietà’s 

history, see such rich detail as 

Michelangelo’s own tool marks, and, 

with explanations from Jack 

Wasserman, discover what may have 

motivated one of the greatest artists 

of all times. 

For more information on IBM 

Corporate Community Relations, go to 

ibm.com/ibm/ibmgives

 IBM has donated the Pietà kiosk 

presentation to the following national 

and international museums:

• Amos Anderson Museum—

Helsinki, Finland

• Dallas Museum of Art—Dallas, TX

• Faculty of Decorative Arts, Silapakorn 

University—Thailand

• Museo de Arte de Lima—Lima, Peru

• Museo De Opera Del Duomo—

Florence, Italy

• Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes—

Buenos Aires, Argentina

• National Gallery of Thailand—

Bangkok, Thailand

• National Museum of Fine Art—

Copenhagen, Denmark

• University of Minnesota Wilson 

Library—Rochester, MN

• Victoria University—Melbourne, 

Australia

•  Vietnam Fine Art Museum—

Hanoi, Vietnam 

• Museum of Contemporary Art—

Tokyo, Japan

• Palacio de Bellas Artes—

Mexico City, Mexico
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