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Death, dying and the Macabre in the Late Middle Ages: Portfolio exercise three (St John’s Vision of the Apocalypse, right wing of the St John Altarpiece by Hans Memling, 1474-1479).

[image: ]Hans Memling (c. 1430 – 1494) was a German painter who upon moving to Flanders became very successful in his artwork. He became one of the wealthiest citizens of Bruges and produced many religious works. In this image St John of Patmos is depicted envisioning the apocalypse from chapters four to twelve of the Book of Revelations. The image forms the right panel of the St John Altarpiece. An oil-on-oak masterpiece, this collection of panels was completed by Hans Memling in 1479 and installed in the Old St John’s Hospital in the new apse. The altarpiece consists of five images covering a large central piece with a double-sided wing on each side. The painting skips chapters one through to three and begins with the events of chapters four of Revelation. As this is when St John is supposed to ascend into spirit form to witness these events it adds further meaning to the dreamlike layout of the piece where St John upon his rock appears as both part of and apart from the scenes unfolding before him. Historically the painting is unusual as there ‘is no sign of any other representation prior to Memling in which the Book of Revelation is played out before St John's eyes in its entirety in a single, undivided painting’[footnoteRef:1] and so the image appears packed with much detail and symbolism as possible, something Memling is noted for. [1:  E, Kren and D, Marx, St John Altarpiece, Wga.Hu, 2017 Available https://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/memling/2middle2/13john.html [Accessed 30 November 2017].] 

Due to the oil paint, the colours given are deep and rich conveying a sense of sobriety to the scene. St John is placed in the foreground with his book and pen to hand ready to record the revelation. The top left of the image shows the window into heaven with the servants sent out to wreak the havoc of the apocalypse taking up the middle part of the image. The three parts of the image show God and Heaven in full spiritual state and John in full bodily state. The Four Horsemen of the middle stretch form a sort of bridge between the living and the dead in what they represent to the apocalypse, what will happen but has not yet occurred: the figures who will cause you to change from one state to the other. The image could well strike fear into your spiritual self. Due to St John’s larger size compared to the other figures in the image and his plain singular colour of dress your eye is immediately drawn to his figure where your eyes then follow his in the direction of heaven. This looking towards the important part of the depiction was a common tool in medieval imagery intended to focus the audience on a singular figure or scene. To a more modern audience it also conveys a dream-like or spiritual state.Figure 1

The aureole in the top left appears crammed with figures. The God figure sits on an elaborate throne with the lamb by His side resting its two front feet upon His leg. The image is reminiscent of a loyal hound looking for his master’s attention. The lamb represents Jesus, the innocent sacrifice who is the only one worthy enough to break the seven seals of the scroll in God’s hand. Below and around these figures are the winged man, winged lion, winged ox and an eagle representing the four evangelists. Further below these are thirteen of the 24 elders as mentioned in St John’s vision who can be seen seated with golden crowns upon their heads. Ironically the number thirteen is superstitiously associated with ill luck and so this alludes to the negative events of the apocalypse. Between the elders is an ecclesiastical figure pointing up to the lamb and gesturing almost in welcome down to St John. The aureole appears tightly packed with figures and therefore does not feel as pleasing to the eye although it indicates how although the representation of heaven is important, the events unfolding in the apocalypse should be the focus of the viewer’s attention. On saying this, what goes on in the top right of the image appears so small and distant that your attention is not guided here as easily. On the rainbow of the aureole Hooreweder remarks that the ‘blue recalls Christ's heavenly origin, the red announces the apocalypse while the green proclaims the advent of a new world’[footnoteRef:2]. Like in most religious pieces colour is very symbolic and blue is often associated with the Virgin Mary, this agrees with it representing Christ. Red for the blood that will be shed in the end of days is obvious within itself and green often symbolises new and fresh tidings with the season of spring and the new growth.  [2:  K, Greenwood, The Art Of Revelation In The Apocalypse Panel Of Hans Memling's Altarpiece Of St John The Baptist And St John The Evangelist, Sint-Janshospitaal (Memlingmuseum), Bruges (unpublished Masters, University of Victoria, 2005)] 

Above St John a thin stretch of land leads up to the top right corner. Upon this are the four horsemen of the apocalypse. After each of the first four seals is broken appears one of these four horsemen. The first to arrive is the white horse with the rider of conquest. Memling’s representation shows the rider in white with a crown of victory and a bow (interestingly aimed at St John himself) with the horse itself in a stance of determination. The second is the red horse ridden by a rider in black with a sword in hand. Representing war this figure appears strong and prepared to charge into battle. The third horse to appear is black with a rider who carries scales and symbolises famine. When the fourth seal is broken the last horse appears, pale in colour and charging out of the hell mouth. Whilst all the riders look towards the right border of the painting it appears that conquest looks down slightly more and therefore to St John himself. Curiously his is the only horse to be facing away from the other events of the painting. Whether this is intentional or due to artistic layout it certainly stands out and is worthy of note. The position of the horsemen leads diagonally up to the right suggesting as they progress this is the chaos caused and as the events of the apocalypse appear to become more violent they also become smaller and more distant. Memling also shows the reflections of some of the horses although it is frustratingly inaccurate in its representation. 
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