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his, the last section of an article on

Mi c h el a n gstaltsdbp goingabeybnd the frescoesin the Sistine Chapelto demonstrate that the
ideas he deployed there were integral to his lifelong conception of his artistic self. They are presented
time and again in both his sculpture and painting .» Indeed the ability to interpret other works by
Michelangelo in the same constricted manner as was used in our interpretation of the Sistine Chapel
provesthe theory and should serve as aclarion call to art scholarship. In the same manner, knowledge
of these themes as expressed in his earlier work helps the reader more fully understand the overall
conception of the Last Judgmentthe work with which this article began. The giant profile of Dante
punctuated the start; a similar but larg er presence is emphasized in conclusion.In no way, though, will
the discussion be close to closure. Its meaning and the meaning of all his work has only been outlined

here in broad themes; much remains to be said and much content remains undiscovered.



Prophetic Youth

Fig. 1 Detail of Phidias fronfig. 2 Fig.2 MichelangeloBattle of the Lapiths an@entaurs

To demonstrate the promise ofthe new approach we will now look at worksfrom Mi chel angel o
youth . The Battle of the Lapiths and Centautss earliest extant sculpture, depicts alegendary battle-

scenein which stones are being hurled between the combatants (fig. 2. The classical poets, though,

did not describe the weapons as stones Theselectonwa s Mi ¢ h e,lbamaglay oo \Wosds
(lapidary/Lapiths) and a link to his medium of choice.? The scenealso resembles theverbal

description of a battle-relief by the Greek sculptor, Phidias, in which he was said to have included his
sel-portrait as 6a bald tol gt onmen Wiot Wlrhanfgurdapgeaatdiast@ a
and representsMi chel angel o in the 61 i kenes srépreseftatidh bfithd i a s |,
other (fig.1). 6 Phi di asd hol ds a stone crafted from snhone
allegorical battle of creative struggle. The figures even emerge from the unfinished stone as though

just conceived.4 Hold onto this thought: the stone, from which the figures emerge, ist he ar ti st o



3

Fig.3 MicelangéloMadonhé of the Stairs

Michelangelod #rst truly mysterious work , though, is a later sculpture from his teenage years, the
Madonna of the Stairffig. 3). Clearly, despite its small size, his imagination was already working on a
colossal scale® Yet the scene looks strange even at first sight, an immediate barrier to understanding
that decades of scholarship has done little to dent. Why, for instance, does Christ have his back turned
and why is he so muscled?What are the stairs for? Why is the nursing Virgin so impassive? The

answers appear, and the incongruities resolve, only if one tries to think through Mi c hel amigde | o006
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It may seempresumptuous but it works.

We have already seen howMichelangelo believed that a divine spark resides in each one of us.
Furthermore the individual, in gaining perfection, uniteswith the Godhead. He becomes God That is

why Christ is so muscled. Michelangelo6 s s thet3on of God, as allour souls become whenwe

reach perfection. This idea, expressed in Part | of this article, bears repeating.There is a long tradition

within Christian mysticism that a soul when it reaches perfect ion first appears as an infant, the esoteric
interpretation of Chr i st 6°8%hi ber ohdi nary believers are | ed t
fact, others have always followed a more intellectual traditon i n whi ch Chri st ds | i1
allegory, a guide for souls on their way to union with the Godhead , an instruction manual for the

interior life . Among such believers have beenmyriad saints and Fathers of the Church. As an internal
practice, this approach is an individual pursuit, often at o dds with the communal interests of

established Churches Most Church followers are of simple faith willing to believe in an exterior God

and the histor i calTheNewrTestamentaim€to plaase todihsgroups, allewing

ordinary minds to seek solace in the superficial story while more sophisticated minds find deeper

truth and greater understanding in allegory. Nor did Michelangelo have to be a Neoplatonist to

believe in an internal God; the New Testament, written in Greek in the first centur ies after Christ, is
naturally full of Platonic ideas, so much so that all Christian Churches, contrary to logic, have always
claimed that three Gods o the Father, Christ and the Holy Spirit d are One. Michelangelo, being a

natural mystic, put this knowled ge to work.

Mi ¢c h el an g e-boalihshe KBadonnasoftthe Stairfaces away from us because, hidden under the

veil of normal perception, He is hard at work carving a colossal statue of theMadonna. That hand,



curled behind his back, grips an unseen hammer and will soon come over his shoulder to strike the
osculpture 6 of the Virgin with force. This, in turn, explains her inanimate expression. She is ostoneo
while He is active and 0 a | i.7 Maebver, this is said to be almost the first time in art that the Virgin
and Christds gazes aré8ynotdirking them Kiehdlangelo sgrmalsitbat theawo.
figures are indeed in separate realities one sculpture, the other sculpting. The third principal figure,
Chri st/ Mi cdualeet eganghe kteps, alsoochipsa waywd t h e Magdre usingatlie stairk i
to reach her face Doubling, like the doubleself-por t r ai t i n Japdth®saireaehlédsn b e ar
Bal BMlishd angel od s-poiraitsiva cemmBreféature in his work. Here, even asinfants,
Michelangelo presents himself in duplicate. His double on the stairs stretches an arm to hold himself

up while the other actively links him to the Madonna . As an archetype, stairs or a ladder (think
Jacobds L ad theeapproadh towards anotleer state of consciousnessabove and beyond is
fame, heavenly glory, and divinity. Christ moreover is placed att h e V ibreagst, thed a rare scene

in Florentine art, because on a mystical levelMichelangelo gains his power as a supreme artist by
imbibingt he Vi r gi n 6 e ladr ¢lakmed thantbheesauteof his genius was the stone-dust in

hi s wet n ue sid ghehadbedn&stonema s & wife. He used the same basic idea inthe

Medici Madonna(fig. 4).



Fig. 4 Medicdnna
The dynamic figure of Christ, twisted like a dynamo, is sculpting the idealized stone-faced Virgin .

Moreover,t h e Me d i cleftshouldegarea, @b er e Chr i st ,i$lessfidisheduharpthei n g

rest of her figure. He is still at work; non-finito has meaning?



Target Practice: A Scul

Fig.5 Tradi tional scul ptoroésl @amgéllod&kndavm as a O6bowbd

Wenowt ur n t o wh at ansaltegpoochl drawsang @(a prdblengatic description since all

Mi chel angel o0 s)batyfitst, Sorme backgroend .drnrthe Kendissancesculptors used atool,
called abowin Italian , to drill holes (fig. 5). Its modern Italian name, still linked to archery, is archetto
Michelangelo used the earlier word to compare himself to David on a drawing of David: 6 Davi d wi
his sling / And | wi t hThusscholars wot wedded tatheedneept that David 6

as a political allegory represents Florence,have long recognized that his giant masterpiece,David, is

really a representation of the great sculptor himself with a sling in place of hiss cul pt 0¥ ®he b ov
boy David, who had never before beenrepresented as a giantand whose story makes no sense if he is

is a giant oOscul ptoro6o and t he s bleckd stoneoMichedangglo veaa t |,
given to make David was itself known as The Giant It had been lying around unu sed for decades. In
sculpting David, Michelangelo slew the Giant, the block of stone! The numerous crossreferences to
aggression, weapons and giants indicates the framework around which Michelangelo imagined the

mental and physical challenge of creating great sculpture on a heroic scale Note also that

Michelangelo,thene mer gi ng as t he known vdentfieddnselfinraletlee casest



just discussedwith a 0 s ma | precobiauy pfogeny, whether as the infant Christ or David facing

Goliath, but in both instances he isthe perfect boy, the boy of unsurpassable grandeur.

Fig. 6 MichelangeloArchers Shooting at a Herm

The scene in theodallegorical 6 drawing, Archers Shooting at a Heryrs a well-known myste ry (fig. 6). In
it a group of men are shooting arrows at a herm on the right. The herm, a stone column with a stone
bust on top, has an erect phallus half way up its plinth. The archers are equally peculiar. All but one
are left-handed and only one of them even has a bowand he is stringing it, not shooting it. They are all
nude. Underneath the archers, three spiritelli, one of them separate and alone, are nearly trampled yet
remain unaware of the danger. One is asleep, the other two arekindling a fire. Scholars unanimously

agreethat this drawing is of uncertain subject and cannot be explained.



