
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
   

 
Michelangelo & the Pope’s Ceiling 
by Ross King 
 

In Ross King’s account, published 495 years after the Sistine Chapel’s 

ceiling was commissioned, we encounter Michelangelo Buonarrotti 

as a working artist that hones his magnificent craft in marble and, 

most famously in fresco. King takes great pains to describe the 

difficulty of working in fresco, as well as how challenging it must 

have been for Micheangelo to work for Pope Julius II. Julius is now 

known as the most fearsome pope that has ever lived, leading his 

religious constituency into battle with the physical stamina of  

Charlemagne and the ruling ambition of Julius Caesar. King’s portrayal of both men illustrates in 

footnoted detail what obstinately strong personalities they possessed and the rifts that developed 

between them throughout their years together as patron and artist. 

Michelangelo painted 343 human figures on the chapel’s ceiling, a feat that took 4 years. The figures 

range from incredibly robust, larger-than-life biblical figures to Gothic-inspired creatures and “irreverant 

marginalia” (King, pp. 265). He painted a biblical multitude as they would appear on a daily basis, mostly 

unglorified, completely unhaloed (think of the family scenes, everyday life depicted on the spandrels and 

lunettes) and occasionally, in the grips of baser humanity (Noah’s drunkeness, Adam and Eve’s 

transgression in the Garden).  The Sistine Chapel has since become his best known work, though he 

would go on to become Italy’s most prominent Renaissance sculptor and architect, finishing the pope’s 

tomb and designing the world famous dome that tops St. Peter’s Basilica. Only upon concluding the book 

can one fully appreciate the enormous stress Michaelangelo and his assistants would have been under to 

produce the fresco masterpiece; the astonishing scope of which is still recognized some 500 years later. 

Detail of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel fresco, Delphic sybil.  Photo courtesy of www.cavetocanvas.com  
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Discussion 

 

1. King claims that Michelangelo maintained complete artistic control over the chapel’s ceiling after 
initially rejecting the pope’s artistic plan; a statement some scholars take exception with. Do you 
find this possible/plausible, considering Pope Julius’ general disposition? 
 

2. Did you find that King’s “cameo portraits of some of key figures, including Luther, Erasmus, 
Machiavelli, the epic poet Ariosto, Leonardo da Vinci, and Raphael Santi” (Powell’s Book Reviews) 
enhanced or detracted from the account? 
 

3. King states that Michelangelo was fairly inexperienced with fresco and foreshortening (di sotto in 
su). Couple that with the possibility that he might not have used a grid to mathematically 
proportion his subjects and with another artist you have an equation for failure. How did he 
manage to master the most difficult artistic medium of the Renaissance in only four years (with 
nothing to practice on!)? 
 

4. Your opinion on the Creation of Adam. Is there an imminent spark between God and his first human 
creation? Is Adam yet instilled with a soul? The reason the figure of God is reaching so 
energetically? 
 

5. King hints at Michelangelo’s distaste for the religious propaganda of the times and his proclivity 
for doing just as he pleased with a commissioned work. Scholars and writers have even begun 
referring to Michelangelo’s irreverence in certain scenes on the Sistine Chapel’s vault as direct 
commentary on the Church, the fresco itself thought of as the “greatest subversive act in art 
history” (HarperCollins). Thoughts? 
 

6. Touched on at the end of King’s book is the 1980s restoration and low-lighting of the chapel’s 
ceiling. A subject of rather intense debate to this day, changes at the chapel have been numerous. 
As of late last year, the low lighting was replaced with “stage lighting that is ten times more 
powerful than existing lights” (ArtWatch UK). This begs the question, how should the chapel be 
viewed? How should it be cared for and restored? What does the future hold for this masterpiece? 
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