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ichelangelo thought he was divine. His contemporaries called

him Il Divino and he was modest enough (depending on your outlook) to recognize that he alone
could not create his works but that God guided his hand. He was proficient in sculpture, painting
and poetry and, like Leonardo, was an expert anatomist, dissecting numerous bodies in an age
when the human interior was largely unexplored. As for his painting, t he frescoes inthe Sistine
chapel have been studied by every subsequent great artist either in the original or through one of
many reproductive engravings. Yet what Michelangelo saw in his work was quite different from
what the Popeand his contemporaries saw, or from what art scholars seetoday. His visual
perception, not surprisingly, was special. Most experts assume, naturally enough, that
Michelangelod kast Judgrentdepicts the Last Judgment though it is known that a Resurrection
was the original commission . Yet there was no precedentin a scene of theLast Judgment for
including fictional c har act er s €omedyor B @hnist vehd is blond and smooth -shaven,
nor, far more improbably, angels without wings. A strangely passive Mary is most unusual while
a saintholding his ownflayed skin looks nothing like himself. T hen there is the Old Testament
character who, though hung in the Bible, is crucified by Michelangelo without any holes for the
nails. This cannot be error because great masters do not make mistakes inheir masterpieces.

Only we do, in interpreting them. A s for the vast amount of inappropriate and full frontal
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nudity .....you get the picture: not much makes sense Despite all these problems, discrepancies
and more, the world persists in seeing a poetic illustration of the Last Judgment Michelangelo, |

discovered eight years ago, did not.

Il n di scussi ng oeMirethib tréegpartgadidleondl socus on the first, often overlooked,
step in establishing the aesthdic value of a work of art: what are we looking at? Without correct
visual perception, any attempt at interpretation is worthless. Indeed the prevailing belief that
there are many equally valid ways of viewing a picture misleads. What the artist saw and wh at
he intended must take precedence over all otherinterpretations . Good scholarship should first
describethattt he ar t i st &taskeasilyaacpnaplishet for a mere painter who copies

external reality but much more difficult in the case of a great master.t

Eacharticle in this seriesaims to be concise,presenting alot of new information in a few pages.

This will require readers to look through filters, switching back and forth between various levels

of perception. Children delight in such optic al tricks, particularly when they discover that the
entrenched perception of an adult finds the task difficult. Expertsusually di s mi ss such 6
preferring to analyze the mind of a contemporary viewer, generally a writer or poet, whom they

believe will have a more revealing understanding of the artwork than, say, another artist. All the
evidence suggests that this premise is false Only a mind with a keen visual sense can see the art

in great art; a literary mind without that sense is useless? To start demonstrating this we will

begin by explaining what you oughtto seein The Last Judgmeras opposed towhat writers have

seen This will lead to some stunning revelations on the ceiling which, in turn, will take us back

to Michel angel o dhbkestp prevethat vehat bas heensshowrt in the mural was
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indeed his principal objective. | n t he

be examined with similarly dramatic results.
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Fig. 2 Diagram ofLast Judgment Fig. 3 Life-mask of Dante Alghieri

The gap between what viewers seein The Last Judgmerand the real scene is stark. It is nota view

of Judgment Day when all souls who have ever lived will be consigned to heaven or hell for

eternity. Michelangelo would not have painted such a onedimensional scene What he actually
depicted is aliteral and imaginative view inside the mind of a divine poet in the throes of artistic
creation. Thus, dominating th is scene of creative struggle is aprofile of Mi c hel agrgge | 00 s
master and muse, Dante Alghieri. Compare the mural behind the altar in fig. 1 to the diagram in
fig.2andyouwillseethe gi ant sil houette of the @d®isentin

formed from a multitude of figures. Note how each group of figures in their own space produce a

© Simon Abrahams 2005 -5-



