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This short paper supplements  a recent ad in the October 2007 issue of The Art 

Newspaper revealing a metamorphic portrait of DŀƴǘŜ ƛƴ [ǳŎŀ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩǎ 

Punishment of the Damned in Orvieto Cathedral (see below)Φ ¢ƘŜ άǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘέ ƛǎ 

important, not only in its own right, but because it inspired Michelangelo to base 

his own Last Judgment on an even larger metamorphic portrait of Dante. That 

portrait was also revealed in The Art Newspaper in a similar ad in May 2007. See 

ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ŦƛƭŜǎ ǘƛǘƭŜŘΥ  άaƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ !Ǌǘ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ aƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ 9ȅŜǎΦέ 

    

 

 

 

CƛƎΦ м 5Ŝǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩǎ Punishment of the Damned next to a diagram indicating how to see 

5ŀƴǘŜΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ wŀǇƘŀŜƭΩǎ Portrait of Dante is included at right as a guide. 

¶ All images are by Signorelli unless otherwise stated 
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tŀǎǘ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩǎ ŦǊŜǎŎƻŜǎ ƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΣ ǳƴŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎ 

paint an easily-perceived subject over a far more difficult esoteric one 

underneath, have generally assumed that ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

άǎŜƭŦ-ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘΦέ1 They read them like a bookΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ .ŜǊŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ 

description of Signorelli as a  great modern illustrator.2 The theatricality of the 

scenes, supposedly foreseeing the end of the world, are said to be based on an 

apocalyptic faith.3 Given a general tendency in art scholarship to equate the 

meaning of a picture with the stated beliefs of the patron, the murals are thought 

to extol ecclesiastical ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ άƛǎ ƴƻ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΦέ4 This approach makes no distinction between the clergy who 

believed in the literal truth of the Bible, like fundamentalists today, and artists 

and other intellectuals who had a more spiritual understanding of the texts.  

!ǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀŘǎΣ aƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ 

Last Judgment and his scenes on the Sistine ceiling depict the inside of his own 

creative mind.  During the Renaissance a spiritual (or artistic ) mind was thought 

of as a replica in miniature of the divine mind, just as  the human body was a 

microcosm of the universe. Since the body also became, with arms extended, the 

basic architectural plan of churchesΣ aƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƛǎǘƛƴŜ 

Chapel with scenes inside the mind and body makes total sense. This also explains 

his habit of dissecting corpses which has always been poorly explained as an aid 

to drawing exterior anatomy. Believing in the Inner Tradition, as ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦΩǎ 

various manifestations are now collectively known, he needed to know what the 

inside of the body looked like in order to use its forms and shapes in his art. 

Though such beliefs may sound heretical, and they were certainly contrary to 

ecclesiastical doctrine, they have always been central to those most spiritually 

inclined, including many of the most venerated names in the Christian tradition. 

There is strong evidence that it was this teaching that Jesus passed on in secret to 

his apostles, an esoteric tradition later practiced by many of the early fathers of 

the Church as well, including Origen. All mystics, a group that includes many poets 

and artists, have practiced and believed in this tradition in one form or another.   
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 Portrait of Dante                      Portrait of Ancient writer         Signorelli with Fra Angelico 

If we now consider {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩs scenes depicting the end-of-days in this light, many 

of their oddities are clarified. For instance, the prominence given to portraits of 

Dante and five pagan writers from antiquity are seemingly extraneous to any 

doctrinal meaning that the scenes in the Chapel may have though past writers 

have explained them as references to literary precedents of the scenes of Hell. It 

has been claimed, for instance, ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƛǎǘŜŘ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŀƴǘŜΩǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

¦ƴŘŜǊǿƻǊƭŘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άŦƛǊǎǘ-ƘŀƴŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ ƻŦ IŜƭƭΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦ5 Fortunato 

Bellonzi, another writer, ignored such conclusions but was still left wondering 

what possible connection there could be between Dante, the pagan writers and 

Christian tradition.6 Positioned at eye-level beneath the main panels, the portraits 

(two illustrated above) are accompanied by monochromatic illustrations from the 

Commedia and other works of fiction. Above them, in the main scenes, Dante 

appears again in the crowd listening to the anti-Christ and his features have been 

recognized yet again (though not convincingly) in other figures in the same 

scene.7 Signorelli also placed the portraits of Dante and his guide, Virgil, across 

the chapel from one another, thereby emphasizing that the Commedia is 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎȅŎƭŜΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ. He then depicted himself next to his 

predecessor Fra Angelico in the opening scene (see above right.)  Standing like 

Dante ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ CǊŀ !ƴƎŜƭƛŎƻΩǎ ±ƛǊƎƛƭΣ he indicates to those with the right kind of 
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visual intelligence that the scenes are illustrations of a spiritual journey, a journey 

that our own minds must take to reach self-knowledge or, in his case, divine 

creationΦ Wǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŀƭƭŜƎƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 5ŀƴǘŜΩǎ Commedia is a 

guide to the spiritual journey that each individual should undertake in this life, if 

he canΣ ǎƻ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǿŀƭƭ-paintings provide an illustration of that journey 

through his own poetic mind.  

A common feature of all spiritual journeys, in almost every tradition, is that they 

must begin with a descent into the Underworld where the individual encounters 

the state of his own mind. Hell is not a destination post-life; it is the present state 

of your mind and, unless you confront it and acknowledge it, you will never gain 

access to self-knowledge or  the inner spirit. It can be no coincidence then that all 

the scenes that Signorelli illustrated here from the Commedia as well as those 

illustrated from the Aeniad and the work of Claudian, another ancient writer 

depicted, have been described as  άŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǿƻǊƭŘΣ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ 

more narrowly defined as accounts of journeys made thither by a living person 

who then ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ŜŀǊǘƘΦέ8 

Creighton Gilbert has proposed that Alessandro Farnese, the future Pope, was the 

one who first recommended Signorelli to paint the chapel and that he was  

familiar with esotericism. He further believes that the identity of the unnamed 

portrait ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ 5ŀƴǘŜΩǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ /ƻƭǳŎŎƛƻ {ŀƭǳǘŀǘƛ who wrote about descents into 

the Underworld, recounting the journeys taken by Hercules, Orpheus, Theseus 

and Aeneas.9 
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Top: Dürer, ���Z�Œ�]�•�š�[�•�������•�����v�š���]�v�š�}���>�]�u���} with diagram indicating the underlying face 

.ƻǘǘƻƳΥ 5Ŝǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ ŀōƻǾŜΤ 5ǸǊŜǊΩǎ �W�}�Œ�š�Œ���]�š���}�(�����Œ�š�]�•�š�[�•���D�}�š�Z���Œ, inverted and rotated 

 


