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his,  the last section of  an article  on   

Michelangelo‟s art, starts by going beyond the frescoes in the Sistine Chapel to 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.1  Indeed the ability to interpret other works by 

Michelangelo in the same constricted manner as was used in our interpretation of the Sistine Chapel 

proves the theory and should serve as a clarion 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 Judgment, the work with which this article began. The giant profile of Dante 

punctuated the start; a similar but larger 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.   
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Prophetic Youth 

 

 
              Fig. 1 Detail of Phidias from fig. 2                                      Fig. 2   Michelangelo, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs  

             

 

To demonstrate the promise of the new approach we will now look at works from Michelangelo‟s 

youth. The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, his earliest extant sculpture, depicts a legendary battle-

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

did not describe the weapons as stones. The selection was Michelangelo‟s, both a play on words 

(lapidary/Lapiths) and a link to his medium of choice.2 The scene also resembles the verbal 

description of a battle-relief by the Greek sculptor, Phidias, in which he was said to have included his 

self-portrait as „a bald old man holding up a great stone with both hands‟.3 That figure appears at left 

and represents Michelangelo in the „likeness‟ of Phidias, one great sculptor as a representation of the 

other (fig. 1).  „Phidias‟ holds a stone crafted from stone, thus blending reality with  imagination in an 

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, is the artist‟s mind. 
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                      Fig. 3 Michelangelo, Madonna of the Stairs 

 

Michelangelo‟s first truly mysterious work, though, is a later sculpture from his teenage years, the 

Madonna of the Stairs (fig. 3). Clearly, despite its small size, his imagination was already working on a 

colossal scale. 5 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 Michelangelo‟s mind. 
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It may seem presumptuous but it works. 

 

 

We have already seen how Michelangelo believed that a divine spark resides in each one of us. 

Furthermore the individual, in gaining perfection, unites with the Godhead. He becomes God. That is 

why Christ is so muscled. Michelangelo‟s soul is the Son of God, as all our souls become when we 

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

within Christian mysticism that a soul when it reaches perfection first appears as an infant, the esoteric 

interpretation of Christ‟s  birth. 6 While ordinary believers are led to think of Christ‟s life as historical 

fact,  others have always followed a more intellectual tradition in which Christ‟s life is considered 

allegory, a guide for souls on their way to union with the Godhead, an instruction manual for the 

interior life. Among such believers have been myriad saints and Fathers of the Church. As an internal 

practice, this approach is an individual pursuit, often at odds with the communal interests of 

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

and the historical truth of Christ‟s life. The New Testament aims to please both groups, allowing 

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 centuries after Christ, is 

naturally full of Platonic ideas, so much so that all Christian Churches, contrary to logic, have always 

claimed that three Gods – the Father, Christ and the Holy Spirit – are One. Michelangelo, being a 

natural mystic, put this knowledge to work. 

 

Michelangelo‟s Christ-soul in the Madonna of the Stairs faces away from us because, hidden under the 

veil of normal perception, He is hard at work carving a colossal statue of the Madonna. That hand, 
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curled behind his back, grips an unseen hammer and will soon come over his shoulder to strike the 

“sculpture” of the Virgin with force. This, in turn, explains her inanimate expression. She is “stone” 

while He is  active and “alive”.7 Moreover, this is said to be almost the first time in art that the Virgin 

and Christ‟s gazes are not linked in some way.8 By not linking them Michelangelo signals that the two 

figures are indeed in separate realities: one sculpture, the other sculpting. The third principal figure, 

Christ/Michelangelo‟s alter ego on the steps, also “chips away” at the Madonna‟s figure using the stairs 

to reach her face. Doubling, like the double self-portrait in Jeremiah‟s beard and those revealed in 

Balas‟ Michelangelo’s Double Self-portraits is a common feature in his work. Here, even as infants, 

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 

Jacob‟s Ladder) indicate the approach towards another state of consciousness: above and beyond is 

fame, heavenly glory, and divinity. Christ moreover is placed at the Virgin‟s breast, then a rare scene 

in Florentine art, because on a mystical level Michelangelo gains his power as a supreme artist by 

imbibing the Virgin‟s milk. Indeed he later claimed that the source of his genius was the stone-dust in 

his wet nurse‟s milk: he said she had been a stone-mason‟s wife. He used the same basic idea  in the 

Medici Madonna (fig. 4).   
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               Fig. 4    Medici Madonna 

 

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

Moreover, the Medici Virgin‟s left shoulder area, where Christ is “sculpting”, is less finished than the 

rest of her figure. He is still at work; non-finito has meaning.9 
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Target Practice: A Sculptor‟s Drill 

 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 5  Traditional sculptor‟s drill, known as a „bow‟ in Michelangelo‟s day 

 

We now turn to what scholars call “an allegorical drawing” (a problematic description since all 

Michelangelo‟s art is allegorical) but, first, some background. In the Renaissance sculptors used a tool, 

called a bow in 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:  „David with 

his sling / And I with my bow / Michelangelo.‟ Thus scholars, not wedded to the concept that David 

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 his sculptor‟s bow.10  The 

boy David, who had never before been represented as a giant and whose story makes no sense if he is, 

is a giant “sculptor” and the slayer of a giant, Goliath. Indeed the vast block of stone Michelangelo was 

given to make David  was itself known as The Giant. It had been lying around unused for decades. In 

sculpting David, Michelangelo slew the Giant, the block of stone! The numerous cross-references 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, then emerging as the known world‟s greatest sculptor, identified himself in all the cases 
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just discussed with a “small boy”, precocious progeny, whether as the infant Christ or David facing 

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

 
     Fig. 6 Michelangelo, Archers Shooting at a Herm 

 

 

 

The scene in the “allegorical” drawing, Archers Shooting at a Herm, is a well-known mystery (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 bow and 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 are kindling a fire. Scholars unanimously 

agree that this drawing is of uncertain subject and cannot be explained.   
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         Fig. 7 Cut-out of Michelangelo‟s Archers (a sculptor at work)                                        
       

Given the explanation of  Michelangelo‟s method in these three articles and his association of sculpture 

with archery, it should be obvious that the action and strength needed to pull back a bow-string recalls 

the action and strength required of a sculptor in his hammer-arm. The sculptor‟s other arm is extended 

in front to hold a chisel like the archers appear to do (fig. 7). Inexplicably, at least on the surface level, 

the archers fire at a stone sculpture, the herm at right. Inside Michelangelo‟s mind, though, the nude, 

muscular archers metaphorically represent the force of a sculptor and the violence of artistic creation. 

There is logic to the missing bows and the use of a stone sculpture as target. The arrows are spiritual 

chisels and the herm, representing a sculpture in progress, is made of stone. Even the one archer 

holding a bow, the only bearded one too,  is holding it in the same direction as he would have held the 

drilling tool named after it (figs. 8-9). That is another reason why the other archers do not hold bows: 

they would be aiming them (as drilling tools) at themselves!11 Moreover, all but one archer is left-

handed suggesting that they are reflections of the artist, as seen in the mirror of his mind.  

                                               
              Fig.8 Detail of the one figure in Archers with a bow                           
                                                                                                                                   Fig.9 Drilling tool used by Renaissance sculptors      
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The motivating idea in The Archers is the same underlying theme as that in The Battle of the Lapiths (see 

page 3); only the surface story, the outer form, has changed. The face on the herm, being „sculpted‟ by 

the archers, has even been thought to resemble Michelangelo. Regardless, the herm represents the 

artist because all his sculptures do and the erect phallus displays his fertility. There are few 

certainties in art scholarship but this is one: Michelangelo the sculptor sculpts himself, just as it was 

said in the Renaissance that all painters paint themselves. 12  And, as I will show in future articles and 

books, many did. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               
 

    Fig. 10 Diagram showing 'eyes' in Archers 
    Fig. 11 Diagram showing how Archers is imaginatively 
                                       positioned inside a head. 

 
Lastly, to demonstrate the consistency of Michelangelo‟s conceptions, consider the spiritelli in the 

lower half. These are not cherubs or symbols of love, as popularly believed, but spirits inhabiting the 

body. Charles Dempsey recently corrected a long-held misconception about these figures: 

“As pneumatic substances, such spirits are not merely allegorical. They have real 

material and physiological existence….and in the medical and philosophical 

thought of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance they are conceived as active 

powers that are the source of all the body‟s functions, transmitting nutriment, 

sensory data and even emotions in airy movement through the tubes of the 

arteries, veins and nerves.”13 
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They are illustrations of natural forces sending messages from one part of the body to another.  Dante  

describes them in La Vita Nuova, a book that Michelangelo would have known well. Dante recounts 

how the natural forces of his body, personified as figural entities, converse with one another. Thus, 

on the first pages, describing the effect on his body of  seeing Beatrice for the first time, he notes how:  

“..the vital spirit, which dwells in the inmost depths of the heart, began to tremble….As it trembled, it 

uttered these words: „Behold a god more powerful than I [ie. Love] comes to rule over me.‟ “ The 

spirit of the senses which dwells in his brain then responds in amazement and says to the spirits in 

his eyes, „Now your source of joy has been revealed.‟ In response “the natural spirit which dwells 

where our nourishment is digested” bemoans the fact that Dante‟s appetite will be ruined. 

 

On Michelangelo‟s sheet, as on Dante‟s page, figural spirits appear in the author‟s eyes but here 

determine their physical placement as well (fig. 10). Thus the archers floating  above Michelangelo‟s 

“eyes” appear as an image or concetto in his mind. In his left “eye” two spiritelli kindle a fire while 

blowing the flames of his vision outwards. In the right “eye” another winged infant dreams while 

facing inwards. Together they represent the inner and outer vision of a great artist. Meanwhile the 

herm, representing the work of art, is where one would expect it: at the spatial center of his brain-

case. The diagram in fig. 11 helps demonstrate, for the first time ever, the correct perception of the 

scene. 

 

Moreover, just as God‟s arm in the Creation of Adam is extended to simulate a painter‟s (see Part I), 

here, in similar fashion, the extended arms of the archers simulate a sculptor‟s. A Michelangelo 

specialist trying to explain The Archers saw that important link but missed its meaning in a recent 

book: 
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“The composition is almost a parody of God with his outstretched arm amidst 

his airborne entourage in the Creation of Adam.”14 

 

This new and more accurate interpretation of the Archers provides additional support for the long-

held belief that David is a self-representation: the archers and David are both nude with the same 

body type, both using weapons to represent artistic implements. The prior interpretation of David by 

others in turn supports this one of the Archers. The nudity, moreover, has little to do with the artist‟s 

sexual preference: these figures are nude because souls and spirits, like the nude figures  in the Last 

Judgment, were believed to be nude if they had a physical appearance at all – in both antiquity and the 

Renaissance. 

 
Until now this image has made no sense because its elements neither contributed to a known 

narrative nor illustrated any subject known to be of interest to Michelangelo. It is worth listing the 

previously inconsistent and incongruous elements that now, after this short explanation, all seem 

consistent and congruous. 

1. Nude figures in battle  
 2. Archers without bows 

3. The only bow faces the wrong direction. 
4. All but one archer is left-handed 

 4. Stone as a target for arrows 
 5. Phallic erection on the target‟s plinth 
 6. A sleeping putto, unrecognized as a spiritello, in a battle scene 
 7. Two groups of seemingly unrelated putti (spiritelli) 
 8. The putti’s apparent lack of awareness that the archers are nearby 
 
One key element of The Archers, still to be explained, links the drawing even more closely to 

Michelangelo‟s program in The last Judgment. 
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The Face of The Archers 

      Fig. 12 Archers Shooting at a Herm 
 

 

 

 

 

[PAGE LEFT INTENTIONALLY BLANK] 
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 Fig. 13 Diagram of fig. 12 

                Michelangelo was far more consistent in his method and themes than has 

been realized. Just as the Last Judgment is a scene inside Michelangelo‟s 

mind dominated by a large portrait of Dante, so too is The Archers (figs. 12-

13). Out of the figures‟ forms, even of the shading of muscles, appears the 

profile of Dante with his distinctive nose (compare to life-mask at left). The 

pupil of his eye is a darkly shaded spot on the shoulder muscle of the main 

archer thus associating arm and vision. The archer‟s own eye (and unseen 

arrow) are aimed directly at the herm‟s erection, symbol of the artist‟s 

fertility. Just as the principal archer helps form his eye, the artist made sure that the only bearded 

archer who is also the only  “sculptor” holding his bow in the “correct” direction helps forms the 

back of Dante‟s skull.  Down below the two groups of cherubs, representing his two “eyes”, present 

pure vision as both androgynous and fertile. The form of the sleeping cherub is that of two testicles 



© Simon Abrahams 2005                       - 16 -  7/16/2005 

and a phallus, winged and ready for flight. Michelangelo used a disembodied phallus elsewhere, in 

the drawing known as The Dream, and winged phalluses were a common symbol in antiquity. The 

cherubs at left, looked at sideways, form the feminine reference: an open vagina with the pubic hair 

hanging below formed from flames.  

 

Having seen the consistency with which Michelangelo hid faces through the use of double-images 

and optical illusions, we must return to the lunettes high up at the top of the Last Judgment. At some 

point he decided to paint over his own compositions while maintaining their ocular shape. A string 

of clouds helps form their lower contour. Based on what is now known of the artist‟s method they are 

more than likely to represent  “eyes” or, more accurately, the larger eye-sockets of a skull. In the 

right-hand one a scholar long ago discovered Michelangelo‟s own  face, or a close resemblance, 

enveloped in a stone-cutter‟s cowl in a detail too small to be seen by the naked eye of a spectator 

below.15      

                                               
                                   Fig. 14 Last Judgment (detail of the right lunette) 

This leads us to suspect that the eyes, formed by lunettes, belong to the veiled face of Michelangelo 

himself as God (fig. 14). Other evidence is not immediately apparent to someone not used to this kind 

of visual perception but can be seen through close and careful study by a practiced eye.   

Self-portrait of 

  Michelangelo 
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  Fig. 15 Diagram of Michelangelo‟s face in the Last Judgment with detail (to the right) of Volterra‟s portrait of Michelangelo 
                             Fig. 16 Da Volterra, Michelangelo (detail rotated) 

Forget, to begin with, the presence of Dante‟s profile because it is just an emanation of the mind 

whose “face” dominates the whole wall. Its presence complicates the process of grasping the larger 

face. The latter‟s key forms beyond the generic eyes are the rock-like clouds on which the two saints 

under Christ sit; and below them is a large and significant expanse of open sky, even though that 

space is central to the composition. It is the largest such gap on the whole wall. This leads the 

spectator, sensitive to underlying layers, to make an assumption: that the empty space is not empty 
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but has significant form despite appearances; indeed, if this interpretation is correct, it is the upper lip 

of Michelangelo‟s own face as God, the space between his nose and mouth. This is partly confirmed 

by the trumpeters  below whose association with a mouth is self-evident.   

 
            Fig. 17 Detail of fig. 15 (the base of Michelangelo‟s nose) 

 
 
Above them the contour of the stone-clouds forms the base of a nose and even curls upwards where 

nostrils would (fig. 17).16 This “nose” is broad like Michelangelo‟s, a form emphasized further up by 

the curve of the space in which Christ stands (fig. 15).  Thus Christ, positioned in the center of Dante‟s 

brain on one level, is also in the center of Michelangelo‟s nose on another, in between his eyes. His 

position stresses not only the most significant feature of the artist‟s face but may be an Ovidian 

reference as well. As mentioned earlier, Ovid‟s last name in Latin means nose. 

 
           Fig. 18 Detail of fig. 15 (Michelangelo‟s lips, whiskers, the base of his nose  

                 and creases to the side of it) 

 

To the sides  of the seated saints and slightly below diagonally-placed figures seem to suggest the 

direction of his whiskers and facial  creases on either side of his nose (fig. 18).  
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Fig. 19 Detail of fig. 42 (the corners of the lunettes, Michelangelo‟s “eyes” with Jonah‟s                 Fig. 20  Last Judgment (detail with feet of  Jonah 
                              feet above)                        above) 

  

Finally, returning to the lunettes, the architectural cornice between them is again shaped on both 

sides like the contours of the nasolacrimal ducts, with Michelangelo‟s self-portrait peering out from 

near the right-hand one (fig. 19).17  

 

The painting has already been interpreted in Part I as  a depiction of the artist‟s mind at work. Now 

that Michelangelo‟s face can be seen to dominate the entire wall and  Dante‟s profile is placed within 

it, the evidence for that interpretation has been strengthened. The entire conception becomes more 

harmonious. 

 

The face of God, Michelangelo‟s “face”, within which all the action on the wall takes place is the least 

defined of all the hidden forms disclosed. This is hardly surprising, given the risk of discovery in the 

artist‟s lifetime and the hermetic obfuscation required of great art. The face of God, so mystics say, is 

not easy to see in everyday life; why should it be in art? Nevertheless Michelangelo did include 

elements capable of confirming the perception for those able to “see”. He did not include them, 

though, for the purpose of proof per se but for the aesthetic beauty of his composition, its logical 
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unity. Consider, for instance, how Michelangelo united the wall painted in the 1540‟s with the ceiling 

above it of three decades earlier. Unfortunately, I know of no professional photograph that combines 

this view of the ceiling with the wall in enough detail to show Jonah, the “painter at work on the 

ceiling”,  sprouting from the head of God/Michelangelo on the wall. You can just see Jonah‟s feet 

dangling above the cornice in photographs of the lunettes (fig. 20.) Just as in God‟s hand Dante has 

been shown to emerge from Michelangelo‟s head, one head above the other, so Jonah, “the artist at 

work”, emerges in the same way from between the poetic, Dantean artist‟s “eyes”. It is Jonah‟s figure 

“painting the ceiling” that dominates the view of spectators as they enter the room. As a self-

representation, he appears like a thought-bubble from the head of the poet below. The wall and 

ceiling were thus joined by Michelangelo into one glorious conception.  

 
This lengthy article includes only those findings that help explain Michelangelo‟s overall meaning in 

the Sistine Chapel. There is much, much more to disclose and discover, details that will inevitably 

modify your understanding of the images without negating the interpretation made here. This 

interpretation, garnered by looking as Michelangelo might have looked,  cannot be one among many 

or subject to change based on the nature of the spectator or the century in which it is made. It is an 

interpretation of the what the artist himself saw and while it could never be fully correct  it is either 

approximately in tune with what Michelangelo intended in the sixteenth century or it is wrong. 
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NOTES          www.artscholar.org  
                                                
1 

 Given the preference of many scholars to interpret art through an artist‟s biography, it should be noted that 
Michelangelo‟s ideas about his artistic self, as described in these articles, are unrelated to his material self and the trial and 
tribulations of everyday life. The life of his mind in art is a universe of its own. 
2     Barolsky, 2003, p. 17 
3
     Barolsky, 1990 (A), p.107; also Barolsky, 2003, pp. 18-19 

4    Barolsky has written of this sculpture that the combatants seem to emerge “before our very eyes from the stone out of 
which they are carved, and their surfaces are conspicuously marked by his chisel. Such hatch marks give the figures a 
distinctively unfinished look and reinforce the effect of human forms still nascent in rough rock.” Barolsky, 2003, p. 14 
5
     Hall, 2005 

6 
  Michelangelo‟s depiction of his own reborn soul as an infant also helps explain the mystery of all those putti on the 

ceiling, all looking alike.  They too are all emanations of a newborn soul. 
7 
   The stone lady is a well-known literary conceit, used by both Petrarch and Dante. 

8
     Hall, 2005, p. 10 

9    Another Michelangelo figure in the act of sculpting is St. Sebastian in the Last Judgment. Most scholars believe that his pose 

is that of an archer without a bow imitating his own death. Wang believes that “such an interpretation shifts the focus away 
from the important display of arrows, which are the cause of his suffering.” (Wang, p. 101, note 46) She is right; it is an 
unexplained conundrum. However, the logic resolves once one recognizes that the movement of an archer mimics a sculptor‟s. 
Thus while it makes no sense that St. Sebastian kills himself, it is quite in keeping with Michelangelo‟s practice if he sculpts 
himself! 
10

    Seymour, 1967, p.7, 16. 
11

   Hartt commented that, “The disconcerting absence of bows remains unexplained, particularly when the single figure 
who has one bends it the wrong way..”  The Drawings of Michelangelo (London: Thames & Hudson) 1971, p.253 It is also 
worth noting for the first time that the bearded archer with the bow has a “face” formed out of the muscles on his back. 
This Janusian reference probably represents Michelangelo though it is not a complete likeness. 
12

   Clements, 1965, p. 113 A decade later the artist included St. Sebastian in the Last Judgment holding the arrows of his 
martyrdom. By placing him in the pose of an archer he once again indicated that the painter paints himself: martyr and 
killer are one and the same. 
13 

  Dempsey, 2001, p. 43
 

14
   Hall, 2005, p.181. Interestingly Hall also links the herm to a drawing on human proportions by Dürer as well as dolls 

used by artists to study movement (op. cit., pp. 183-4). 
15    The self-portrait was discovered in 1992 by Frederick Hartt while the fresco was undergoing restoration (Wang, pp. 3, 
62, 95) 
16  The visual ambiguity that Michelangelo conjures between the two contrasting materials, stone and cloud, helps 
symbolize his sculptural dreams. 
17

 For another depiction of the nasolacrimal duct, see Part 3, p. 25 
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