The Sistine Chapel: A Case Study in Religious Art
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2008 marked the 500th anniversary of the first brush-strokes of one of the most remarkable pieces of religious art anywhere in the world: the Sistine Chapel.
The chapel and its decoration were commissioned by Pope Sixtus IV.  Appointed pope in 1471, he was an enthusiastic intriguer and an aggressive military commander, who launched an attack on the Turks the year after he became pope.

A more praiseworthy aspect of his reign (for such it was – at this time popes were more influential than kings) was his support of the arts and literature, and his desire to restore and commission churches.  He commissioned the building of the Sistine Chapel as a suitable memorial in order that he might be remembered by history.  Originally the ceiling was painted with stars, but when Sixtus was succeeded by his nephew Julius II as pope, Julius decided to have the huge ceiling repainted.
He commissioned Michelangelo Buonarroti, at 33 already one of the most startling sculptors of his age.  His magnificent marble Pieta, completed when he was only 22 had won both praise and controversy, for the Virgin Mary, cradling the body of Jesus, looks like a young woman.   Michelangelo had also taken an abandoned block of marble and spent three years transforming it into a 17 foot high statue of David.  Julius had commissioned Michelangelo to create his tomb, but after 8 months in the mines of Tuscany sourcing the marble, Julius cancelled the project – and refused to pay Michelangelo a penny.
Thus, Michelangelo initially refused the commission – especially as he suspected his name had been suggested simply because it was assumed that as a sculptor he would fail dramatically. Michelangelo was originally commissioned to paint representations of the 12 apostles, to match the paintings on the walls depicting the lives of Moses and Christ, painted by a team including Botticelli, Ghirlandaio and Perugino between 1481 and 1482.  After discussions with Julius, Michelangelo began his ‘stupendous labour’, as he called it: 175 paintings covering 12,000 square feet.

The ceiling is divided into major sections: there are 9 biblical subjects in rectangles, beginning chronologically at the end opposite to the entrance (a rather odd decision, given that it means the visitor is faced with the ‘Drunkenness of Noah’ as he enters.  Each of the panels is accompanied by ignudi, nude figures that caused some controversy when first shown ( a later pope condemned the ceiling as ‘a bathroom of nudes’).  Around these panels 12 prophets and sibyls (oracles from the Classical period, believed to have been messengers of the gods) are shown seated on podiums.  The corner areas (known as ‘spandrels’) and intermediary spaces are filled with smaller figures.  The huge undertaking lasted four years (1508-1512), with Michelangelo constantly badgered by Julius to finish – with the result that Michelangelo painted faster as he went on, with the panel depicting God separating light from dark painted in only 8 hours.
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 The end wall was painted with a vast scene of the Last Judgement (16.8 x 13.3m).  Michelangelo had originally consulted with Pope Clement VII in 1527, who had hoped to make up for the Sack of Rome by commissioning the painting of the two end walls.  Michelangelo prepared sketches, but only actually started painting in 1536 under Pope Paul III; the decision had been made to have the Last Judgement opposite the entrance (a change from normal practice proposed by Clement) perhaps in order to hammer home the message during the sermon.  The entrance wall was meant to be painted with the Fall of the Rebellious Angels, but this was never done.  This vast work had the terrifying sight of the dead regaining their bodies for the judgement closest to the congregation. It was finally completed in 1541.  Later popes, concerned by the nudity, employed other painters to cover the nudes with swathes of cloth – many of which have been carefully removed through restoration.
The Last Judgement is a sublime piece of theological statement, reflecting a truly Renaissance artist.  The fascination with the human form, inspired by the humanist and intellectual revolution of his time, is reflected in the multitude of forms swirling above and in front of the viewer.  
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