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Preface

The drawing from Michelangelo’s Studies for the Libyan Sibyl (ca. 1510–
1511) portrays Sibyl, the priestess of the Oracle of Zeus-Ammon.
While this sketch, one out of a series, might be familiar to us, it is
also profoundly defamiliarizing: What exactly do we see here? What is
portrayed? We see the rear view of a part of a body, the figure’s head
slightly tilted, eyes looking downward, the facial features soft, almost delicate, with a slim nose and high cheekbones, and braided hair. The viewer’s
eye is immediately drawn to the muscular back and equally sinewy arms,
the clearly visible overall high muscle tone of the figure’s body. Drawn
with red chalk, which was especially suited for the particularized, highly
naturalistic study of anatomical detail, the powerful muscular body and
soft delicate face that converge in this figure challenge the categorization
of the figure in terms of sex and gender. We might be familiar with the
finished painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Vatican City for
which these sketches laid the ground, yet the story of the studies on which
the sketches are based is intriguing: While some of the drawings portray
softer anatomical forms, which the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Met) in
New York City describes as “feminine”,1 this sketch is based on a young

1 The image and quote stem from the website of the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
which owns the drawings: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/337497.
Last accessed July 27, 2021.
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male model posing for Michelangelo in his studio and presents us with—
as the Met puts it—a more “masculine” body. This de-entanglement of
notions of sex and gender from the body seems a fitting way to open our
volume, as it underscores these concepts’ characteristic “conceptual fuzziness”. This book is thus motivated by inquiring into how more nuanced
understandings of and insights into these concepts can be gained from
analyzing the male body as it emerges in representation.
Regensburg, Germany
Erlangen, Germany
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