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A famous sculptor, painter and architect of the Renaissance, Michelangelo expressed his emotions through his art. Through the emotional impact of Christ the Judge in the Last Judgment (Figure 1) Michelangelo demonstrated a lack of faith in humanity, resulting from the Sacking of Rome. The primary indicators of Michelangelo’s perception of humanity are the form and content of the Last Judgment. This perception was influenced by the horrendously inhumane events that occurred during the Sacking of Rome. 


The Last Judgment is a sea of over 350 figures of jumbled bodies; most are sinners falling into hell. Most of the figures were originally nude or sparsely covered
. Figures are muscled and precisely rendered (Walsh, 108). 

In the center, Christ (Figure 2) is surrounded by a halo of light, angels, and saints. He appears in a void where he thrusts confidently forward with a condemning arm raised. His left arm is folded against his chest, seeming to reject any plea. Those in the halo
 around him appeal to end the catastrophe and flinch from his wrath. Pressed to his right Mary the Virgin twists to look away from the devastation (De Tolnay, 56). 

Above Christ to the right are angels ceaselessly trying to raise the column of the Flagellation (Figure 3), and on the left, the cross of Calvary (Figure 4). Therefore, as one historian would say, they are “continually bringing to life Christ’s Passion, the eternal reproach of the human conscience” (De Tolnay, 58). 


Figures, to the left of Christ, embrace (figure 5). They appear at first to be reuniting with loved ones, but they have an air of panic and fear. Fearing they will never see each other again.

Below Christ a cluster of angels
 summon the dead with trumpets from the only strip of land in the painting (Figure 6). To the right angels and demons beat and drag the damned into the mouth of hell. A satyr-like Charon ferries the damned across the Acheron River (Figure 7). He stands in the stern brandishing his oar, sweeping his terrified passengers into hell. Minos
 (figure 8) stands in the foreground of hell, intertwined with a serpent, the symbol of lechery (Walsh, 123).  

Michelangelo uses a basic primary colour scheme with blues, reds, yellows and the occasional green. His focus is not on the colours but on the use of colour and line. Michelangelo concentrates on the emotional appearance of the face and body, which provides the mood of his art. 

In the painting there is no trompe l’oeil, and no painted frame; the figures “swim, float or sink” against a seemingly infinite space (Wadley, 65). The bottom of the painting is less crowded and becomes increasingly dense as the figures move closer to Christ. The crowded area causes more emphasis on Christ with the contrast of light and shadows surrounding him. Altogether a crescendo effect is made leading to Christ (“Renaissance and Baroque Art,” 131). 

The Last Judgment, overall, is fluid with a general circular movement around the focal point of Christ. The eye is drawn to the void, which Christ occupies then follows the writhing bodies rightward, to the sinners and damned into hell. The cluster of angels (Fig. 6) below Christ bridges the gap between the Risen and the damned. The bodies rise from the dead, flowing into heaven. The damned and the risen create two columns of movement on each side of Christ, one into heaven and one into hell (Wadley, 65; “Renaissance and Baroque Art,” 131).

The formal attributes of the Last Judgement hold more meaning once paired with the context of contemporary events. Not long before Michelangelo began the Last Judgement, Rome, the center of European art suffered disaster. 

The Sacking of Rome occurred when the corrupt and lazy Italian leaders were unable to prevent an invasion from an imperial army of Spaniards, Italians and German mercenaries, under Charles V (Jacobs, 88; Wadley, 2). It was eight months of destruction, plunder, murder and rape (Wadley, 62). The army arrived in Rome on May 4, 1527 and took only two days to break through Rome’s defences. More than half of the army consisted of Germans and many followed the reformer Martin Luther
. Therefore they had more interest in despoiling churches and abusing the Catholic clergy. Once the army gained entrance, Pope Clement and his aides escaped to Castle Sant’Angelo.  They left the Vatican at the mercy of the army. The Vatican loggias became the barracks and the Sistine Chapel the stable. The Pope was besieged and then held prisoner in his own citadel throughout the eight months (Coughlan, 157). They “watched smoke ascend from desolated palaces and desecrated temples, heard the wailing of women and the groan of tortured men, mingling with the ribald jests of German drunkards and the curses of Castilian bandits. Roaming those galleries and gazing from those windows, Clement is said to have exclaimed in the words of Job: ’What died I not from the womb? Why did I not give up the ghost when I came out of the belly?’” (Coughlan, 155). If the Pope expresses such devastation from the havoc, then what must a sensitive and attentive artist receive from the destruction?

Rome had represented Italian Renaissance culture since the time of Julius II
 and it had served as the stronghold of papal authority over a reform-conscious Catholic Church. Both these views were shattered as a result of the Sacking of Rome.

After witnessing such cruelty and destruction one man could bring on another who was there to blame except the One who was supposed to bring peace and hope. Therefore, almost all of the Michelangelo’s emphasis was on Christ. Wherever the eye landed it eventually made its way back to Christ. His confident and steely figure thrusts out as he condemns all the sinners to hell. This makes him appear as Christ the Judge instead of Christ the Redeemer. Michelangelo removes the qualities of Justice and Mercy from Christ the Judge and incorporates them in Mary, mother of Christ. Mary, to his immediate right, is twisting away from the devastation whereas Christ is focused on it. Losing those two aspects of Christ makes him seem cruel and almost unjust. He also appears as a tyrant as he rejects all appeals from the surrounding saints and martyrs to end the disaster. Michelangelo incorporates Christ with the indifference and cruelty of the invading forces of the Spanish, Italian, and Germans. In the painting the saints and martyrs even look on him in fear. Seeing the anguished figures in hell and the terrified ones in heaven, what must they think of their saviour? If Michelangelo paints Christ, our saviour, in such a way, what must he think of mere mortals? Witnessing the devastation of the Sacking of Rome it is understandable that he would lose his faith in humanity and in Christ the Redeemer and Saviour of man? He appears to have felt that the Christ of hope and love had deserted humanity. He shows through the Last Judgment that his faith in Christ wavered after the Sacking of Rome and therefore his faith in humanity did as well. 

The victims, bystanders, and perpetrators could easily be substituted between the Sacking of Rome and the Last Judgement. If the painting could serve as a representation of a past conflict could it serve as a metaphor of one today? Comparisons could be made between the conflicts of Michelangelo’s time and the religious and racial conflicts that are occurring in our modern world. With man’s inhumanity to man the presence of Christ’s enduring love and guidance is often brought into question.
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Figure 1:  Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment, 1535-41. Fresco, 14.64m x 13.42m.

[image: image2.png]



Figure 2: Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: top middle), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 3: Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: top middle), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 4: Michelangelo Buonarroti(1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: top middle), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 5: Michelangelo Buonarroti(1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: left near top), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 6: Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: bottom left), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 7: Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: bottom right), 1535-41. Fresco.
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Figure 8: Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564). The Last Judgment (detail: right corner), 1535-41. Fresco.
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� In the original painting there was no stray bits of cloth that conveniently cover only the offending sections.  In 1565, after Michelangelo’s death, Danielle da Volterra was hired to add the first coverings (Walsh, 118).   


� In the semi circular halo, above and below Christ, martyrs brandish the weapons that were used to torture and kill them. St. Bartholomew holds a knife and his flayed skin. Out of the skin emerges Michelangelo’s self-portrait. This displays Michelangelo’s own torment.


� The angel on the left of the cluster holds the book of life. The angel on the right holds the book of death, a much bigger book than the book of life.


� The face of Biagio da Cesena’s, the Pope’s master of ceremonies, is portrayed in Minos. He had angered Michelangelo by sneaking a look at the fresco and criticizing the nudity.


� Considered to be the founder of Protestantism.


� He was the greatest art patron of the papal line (reigned 1503–13) and one of the most powerful rulers of his age. He had a close friendship with Michelangelo and commissioned his “Moses” and paintings in the Sistine Chapel.
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