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NE objective of this three-part article is to demonstrate that accurate

visual perception, replicating what the artist saw, must precede any verbal interpretation of great art.
Michelangelod s w@s ckiosen for this demonstration because he isa high priest of Western

painting and sculpture. Though widely studied , very little of his underl ying art, like that of any great
master, has ever been seerbecause sight is a construction of the mind. Just as a hidden figure in an

optical illusion cannot be seen by those with no expectation of its being there, so the illusion of exterior
reality hides Mi chel angel oidnerreality pTihis ituation tsas kedn very fortunate for

Mi chel angel o006s | e gcalculated. Had therevelatians here lleanvgenerally known in

t he Renai ssance, or even | at epel novad WorldMHeritalyessitea mighe | o

have been erased.

We willbegin byconsi dering Michel angel ods view of Biblic

images, and then turn to the four remaining representations of God on the ceiling. Newly-discovered

aspects of theLastJudgmentwill also be discussed.
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Inner Life: An Age -Old Perspective

The Sistine ceiling was painted thirty years earlier than The Last JudgmenNevertheless his figures of
God creating the world represent the sametheological approach as the figure of Christ inside the mind
of Dante. No doubt, scholars of Western esotericismmight be able to identify slight differences
between the two but they will not be major. What is major is the gap between what the painting
portrays and w hat the ordinary viewer sees. Nevertheless, the shift in perception required to view the
work as Michelangelo saw it is simple; ordinary art lovers have even shared aspects ofthis experience
in print but their reports have always been ignored or dismissed by art scholars. While most observers
suppose thatMi ¢ h e | a Bilglieal scebesare illustration s of Biblical narrative, surrounded by pagan
characters,what he really painted was his own imagination , his interior life, with all the figures, pagan

and Christian, representing various aspects of himself.!

Consider the figure of Jonah, who has already been shown in Part | to adopt the pose of a painter at

work. Why? The Bible does not suggest he was a painter.The difference lies in the gap between an

exoteric and esoteric interpretati on of the Bible. The literal story of Jonah is that of a man being

swallowed by a whale and regurgitated three days later. It is normally interpreted either asa battle of

good versus evil or, on a symboliclevel, asanOldTest ament prefigurement of
Incontrast, someone with an esoteric mind |ike Monamel ¢
even deeper level To them the story representst he soul 8s | o u.ineng devouredbg r f e
the whale Jonah becomes abne with the Universe and God. He is lost to exterior reality for three days

i n the dar kness o finthe bosomwfiihe Gadidead, onintd reappear tike Christ
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reborn. The Church authorities, whose power and influence has always rested on a view of God as

external were outraged at the idea that everyone is an emanation of God, able to unite with God .

Priests might then become expendable.Nevertheless, many people have read the entire Bible, not just

the story of Jonah,as aninstruction manual for the soul. Not everyone, it is said, hasa mind capable of

this type of interpretation. For many Christians the superficial meaning is enough, providing moral

and ethical guidance. They tend to believe in the historical truth of the Virgin birth, the Resurrection

and other stories. The more spiritually advanced avoid suc
literal truth is of lessconsequence. Its inner, allegorical truth is what matters. This more profound

approach to divinity has a long and continuous tradition within Western culture. It is little known
becausethe established Churchesgenerally ignore it while generations of historians, influenced by the
Enlightenment and modern science, have long passed it by aswell . Fortunately, in recent decades,
Gnosticism, spiritual alchemy and theosophy, to name a few of the major strands of Western

esotericism, have become the focus of a active field of scholarly research. They are still not part of the
academic mainstream but progress is being made. Neoplatonism and Hermeticism, both flourishing
during Mi chel aiargmol belies untlerstoas t | leameit to scholars in those fields to

determine which particular strand of thought was ¢l osest t oJwsMemerber|trough,el o0
that this view of the Bible as an internal journey of the soul would not have been then, nor is today,

entirely unusual among the literate elite. Moreover Church corruption i n Mi chel afogesll 00 s
many people to searctfor a more personal and spiritual alternative. With that in mind, let us return to

the multiple representations of God on the Sistine ceiling. They are all internal.

© Simon Abrahams 2005 4 5/23/2008



Art in Heaven

& o' W

Fig. 1 Michelangelo, The Creation of Adam

One scholar hasalready describedt he wor | d6s most f a@autlsatinThe r esent
Creation of Adamas a selfrepresentation of Michelangelo. After all the artist did paint Adam just as

God sculpted the first man (fig. 1) .2 Besides,A d a mrauscular physique resemblesmany other nudes

by Michelangelo, including David. There is a visual clue here too.Mi ¢ he | a 6agldian 6 s

expansion of the pictorial tradition, physically exerts Himself, stretching to create Adam like a

painter. God, who in full figure had alw ays been depicted enthroned or immobile, had no need to

stretch his arm because in past art, He thoughtand it was done. God here is so physical that, minus

the beard, he resembles an Olympic athlete. Now consider that painters can spend all day with their

arm outstretched towards their work . To those in tune with a great masterd thought -pattern, and that
includes many hundreds of artists over the centuries, G o d €tretch is an unmistakeable sign of self-

representation. It is a movement they are used to. The notion of God as deus artifexs moreover a
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universal idea. Genesiseven suggests someone oncenoted, that God in creating the Universe
resembled a Mesopotamian craftsman surveying his wares. Each evening during Creation, the Bible

recounts,Godchecke d t he qual i tyk:ofoéhainsd dsaaywd st hvaotr it was ¢

In Mi ¢ h el a @rgaéidn of ddanthe artist is represented by both God the Creator andAdam the

Perfect Everyman. He isboth model and artist. The symmetry of the composition and the similar

forms convey the mirror -meaning. While the cortex-s h a p e o drap&yosygnibgslizes the intellect
required to create great art, the emphasisonHist ouch signals the artistads

was expressed in the scene of Jonalisee Part I.)

In a third panel, God Separating the Light from the Darkngss

has beennoted that God seems to emerge out of formless

| | chaos, creating Himself (fig. 2).3 Contemporaries even

$ ' suspected that God was the artist painting the ceiling with
Histwohands. Gi ven t hat Godods body | ¢

J o n a*jwbhase pose was revealedin the first section to be a

pai nt er §,shisaterpraetatian know seems secure.

Another writer has further remarked that the swirl of pink

paint out of w hich God emergesis a metaphoric womb.>

Fig. 2 MichelangeloGod Separating the Light from
the Darkness

Coul d t he f belbasedoodobsergatioa gf a real

womb ?

While the meaning behind His cloak remains elusive, there is no doubt that Michelangelo, like Durer

before him, is representing himself as God. His friend Vasari suggested as muchin describing the
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scene in the Chapel He recorded how the painter spent day after day, high up on the scaffolding in
the Sistine Chapel, imperiously refusing to let the Pope see the ceiling from down below . That in itself

confirms V a s aintérgietation becausewhoe | se but $theEapé around draenron high?

: _
Fig. 3 MichelangeloGod Separating the Light from the Darkness Fig. 4 MichelangeloGod Creating the Sun and Moon (detail)
(detail)

Before moving on please notethat God in this panel carries prominent marks of both genders. He has
both protruding , feminine breasts® and a form in his cloak suggesting an eredion (fig. 3). Both are
logically presentbecauseMichelangelo, as we have seen, believed the Gdhead to be both fertile and
androgynousBoth features appear again in God Creating the Sun and Modfig. 4) and if that phallic

shape beneath His cloakin both panels is not an erection, what is it? 7
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Fig. 5 MichelangeloGod Creating the Sun and Mo(detail)

God Creating the Sun and Moas another panel in which hidden elements improve the pictorial logic
though work remains to be done (fig. 5). Here God looks similar to the prophet Jeremiah, already
acknowledged by scholars as a Michelangelo look-alike; moreover, He vigorously stretcheshis arms
and hasabi-forked beard | i k e Mi c h,a signatugeattribuiedike t h e a brdkensdsé Kis
cloak, like that in other panels shaped into anatomical parts, appears toform the approximate shape
ofaneyed s b thus making reference to the bodily organ that transmits the light of the sun and
moon8 |l f so, God is 1insidebehiidehar ¢y esteiclmmy hidann todlis
two cosmic eyes, the Sun and Moon. This description must remain uncertain while the shape of the

fabric remains unidentified.
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Fig. 6 Michelangelo,God Creating the Planta/ith anatomical diagram of a nose
The last figure of God on the ceiling includes a rare glimpse of His backside (fig. 6). At first sight He is
stretching downward¢ o cr eate pl ants. However , mofparbohtke i ma ¢
painting but is separate from jta visual illusion occurs. No writer has noted that G o d figsre could
then appeartobe Mi chel angel o0s igiblenplank®ri stodl, istretghing upwaadsto i n v
paint the ceiling . Even the two tressesof gray hair flying off to the right again suggest a reference to

t he ar-foikelbaarsl. b i

G o d déaak, on the other hand, representsa large nose Asyoucanseety compari ng Mi ch
i mage to the anatomical diagram of a nose, Godos
cloak to his right echo the various channels and bone formations behind the nose. His left foot suggests

the bone behind the upper lip while his toes may even reflect the roots of teeth. The flap of cloth

hanging over his left calf is out of place but appears to be a tongue.In combining nose and tongue in

one o0di agr amo reMis o bneell amdhtaste:the two sensesmost relevant to plants.
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