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 During Europe’s Renaissance (roughly 1400-1600), due to the changes in their society, 

certain groups of people, finally, had the time to develop culture; they had leisure time. Cultural 

growth experienced in economics, sciences, farming techniques, and the arts (e.g., literature, 

music, painting, sculpting, and architecture), resulted in everyday-life enhancements, although, 

they were not without some difficulties. This was a time of challenging weather conditions, 

diseases, and turmoil.1 One of the Renaissance’s greatest artists stood through the so-called 

“tests” presented and produced some of the world’s greatest art works--Michelangelo Buonarroti. 

He lived a long life, longer than any of his competition, dying “in Rome in 1564, a few weeks 

shy of his eighty-ninth birthday.”2 

 Michelangelo and his relationship to the High Renaissance society in Italy--Florence and 

Rome--are subjects of discourse, at least theoretically, in Ross King’s, bestselling so-called 

monograph, Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling. He tries to tell the story of Michelangelo 

painting the Sistine Chapel, his relationship with Pope Julius, and while doing so “correct” 

history; to create a new prospective. After a close reading and contemplation, some readers 

might find his scholarship does not achieve its purpose due to a lack of critical elements--

scholarly proof, historical accuracy, facilitators to ease the topic, and freedom from bias--to 

guide readers along the journey King presents. He does, albeit, have the ability to weave 

complex topics and ideas together in a way that one absorbs them without difficulty. This 

criticism will focus on the aforementioned items. It is odd that scholars have not questioned or 

reviewed his book more; there are not any scholarly criticisms of King’s book on various 

academic databases (e.g., Academic Search Premier, World History Collection) or, generally, on 

the Internet.  

King tries to change history through his writing, by presenting minor evidence--that lacks 

scholarly proof--that certain images one may have of Michelangelo are so-called mythical 
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falsehoods. King uses the word “myth” seven times.3 Some readers will not suddenly change 

their minds--after reading only one book--because of so-called evidence contrary to everything 

one has previously learned. He says, “contrary to myth, then, Michelangelo did not fresco the 

ceiling while lying prone on his back.”4 Some readers will not accept a notion that for hundreds 

of years everyone has translated one word incorrectly and that one word determines, at least to 

King, that he did not paint on his back. That is the only explanation he offers--thus readers may 

disapprove of his message and style. If King elects the tactic of trying “to make” history more 

“accurate,” he needs to have more citations (especially as he is not a trained historian with a 

degree) and information that is more exploratory and explanatory. Historians disagree, saying he 

did lie flat on his back.5 Even more supported by various scholars is the degree to which 

Michelangelo painted and participated in the Chapel’s design himself. King says, Michelangelo 

received significant help (e.g., he “must have acted like a foreman, delegating tasks to his 

various assistants,”6 and the figures were “the work of many hands”7). Other scholars say he did 

it completely alone and/or with minimal help because Michelangelo was “dissatisfied with the 

work collaborators did”8 and others say, he did the work “entirely by himself.”9 “Unlike other 

great Renaissance masters, most of whom worked with the help of many assistants, he had 

insisted on painting alone – or virtually alone”10 and the scholars that affirm this only continue.11 

 In addition to representing knowledge without solid background and evidence, which 

might be recognized as historical errors, readers can observe mistakes in King’s writing. He says 

four times, in different ways, that the Sistine Chapel is 12,000 square feet.12 The Sistine Chapel 

is not anywhere near 12,000 square feet as noted by various scholarly works that give different--

albeit some deviation still occurs--measurements: 6,300;13 6,000;14 5,800.15 After encountering 

one error in King’s work, readers do not know the prevalence of other possible errors. Readers 

are reading to learn, not proofread.    
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Besides getting basic facts straight, King could greatly improve his work with “aides:” 

pictures--although clichéd still accurate, “a picture tells a thousand words,”--defined terms (i.e., 

names, places, and items), and dates. However, while telling history, he often refers to various 

works of art, almost always, without presenting a photograph. For example, he discusses 

Leonardo da Vinci’s Adoration of the Magi twice without a visual image.16 There is not a 

diagram of Michelangelo’s design for St. Peter’s17 or of his commissioned work on the Sistine 

Chapel’s altar walls.18 Other pictures are difficult to find and/or only poor representations are 

found in his book. King further hinders readers by discussing the Laocoön and how it was moved 

to join the Apollo Belvedere, without providing a picture of the latter.19 Along with missing 

pictures, readers who are not already familiar with the subject’s general timeline may find 

themselves presented with what seems unnecessarily arcane due to the lack of dates and 

chronologically ordered events. In addition, if King would always define his terms, define them 

more clearly, and provide a glossary of key terms, names, and events readers would experience 

fewer moments of frustration and could effortlessly reference questions.  

 Less than perfect elements in King’s work continue to a climax in his strong bias against 

Michelangelo--presented as one-dimensional individual except, at times, concerning his family--

which is most distracting. It seems that King hopes to create distaste in people for Michelangelo, 

“the most studied artist of the Renaissance,”20 by overall actually having little information about 

him and when he does, it is derogatory.21 Occasionally King does present a nicer view of our 

artist, “[when eyes were laid upon Michelangelo’s fresco people were] absolutely amazed by the 

‘new and wonderful manner of painting.’”22 However, King normally counters it quickly with a 

negative, overpowering statement; “Raphael’s frescoes do not seem to have attracted the same 

attention in the summer of 1511, or created the same sensation, as Michelangelo’s, despite the 

fact that The School of Athens was, unarguably, a better tableau.”23 In itself, the previous 
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example may appear trivial, but after one reads the entire book it is noticeable, Raphael is 

strongly favored over Michelangelo (and it is not just balancing the “scale”). That is a possible 

rare trait among historians.24 King does not just assert his opinion, he bombards readers with it in 

a nonobjective manner and it becomes progressively irritating: “a good many of the figures, 

particularly those on the margins of the fresco, are rude looking and downright plain,”25 “it is 

possible that Michelangelo’s interest in such ugliness stemmed from his own lack of physical 

charm,”26 that Michelangelo’s work is a “disappointment,”27 and they only continue. At times, it 

seems that King does not mind telling “legends” when they are against Michelangelo,28 but if it 

is a legend or piece of history in favor of him (especially, Condivi’s or Vasari’s writings) he 

clearly attempts to vanquish its credibility. “Claimed,”29 and “if Condivi is to be believed”30 are 

associated with Condivi’s statements. “On one occasion, legend has it, Raphael was leaving the 

Vatican in the company of the vast entourage when he encountered Michelangelo--who, 

typically, was alone--in the middle of the Piazza San Pierto. ‘You with your band, like a bravo,’ 

sneered Michelangelo. ‘And you alone, like the hangman,’ retorted Raphael.”31 King uses these 

quotes, tone, and his own verb choices (i.e., sneered and retorted) without any references and, 

thus, adds to the elements of historical fiction present. Without a citation for the quote or 

description, the scholarly assumption is that the scene is one of fiction. Further, his biases seem 

only to reinforce “ancient” prejudices, too; “this fresco [The Drunkenness of Noah] shows a host 

of nude figures undergoing some of the most horrific tortures the medieval mind could 

summon.”32 The Middle Ages were not so “dark” as some would make it appear.33  

Despite King’s unarguable fallacies, he is able to write clearly, even though some is due 

to his use of historical fiction, such that the actions are like a moving picture in one’s mind. He 

does this best in about the first hundred pages. Visualize the following: “Pope Julius II was not a 

man one wished to offend. No pope before or since [a point that could be argued] has enjoyed 
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such a fearsome reputation. A sturdily built sixty-three-year-old with snow-white hair and a 

ruddy face, he was known as il papa terribile, the “dreadful” or “terrifying” pope. People had 

good reason to dread Julius. His violent rages…were legendary.”34 

 Despite its disappointments, Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling makes a nice 

supplement for a Renaissance course. It can show readers that diversity does exist and that like 

all social sciences, there is not one correct answer. King succeeds in familiarizing readers with 

the names and concepts of the period; he fails to make a positive, memorable impression in part 

because of the omission of vital elements. His uniquely different perspective and lack of focus 

ultimately makes King’s title choice misleading and inappropriate because of the vast variety of 

material. Martin Luther is discussed35 and there are entire chapters, several in fact, that do not 

directly talk about any of the title’s subjects. His book is dreadfully dissimilar from the “agony 

and ecstasy”36 of this historical epoch--the “dances over fire and water”37--especially concerning 

the “broad-ranging genius,” Michelangelo Buonarroti.  He “completed the artist’s rise from the 

status of craftsman to the status of individual genius, associating freely” with Europe’s elite .38 

Why should a reader trust the diction and tone of Ross King? Michelangelo and the Pope’s 

Ceiling ultimately fails to “humanize” my outlook and perspective of the superlative 

“Renaissance man,” Michelangelo and his superlative creations, for he was a more than a typical 

artist! 
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