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This image is the right-hand section of the St John Altarpiece, painted by Hans Memling during the 15th century. Depicted is the Apocalypse, as foreseen by St John in the Book of Revelation. When analysing a piece of religious artwork, there are two obvious ways to study it – solely as a work of art, or as a depiction of a biblical narrative. Whilst studying either of these methods of writing about it would provide a detailed insight into the image, it also ignores the other way of studying it. By studying both views in relation to each other, it is possible to get a full and rounded opinion of that religious image. It is, however, difficult to fully analyse the altarpiece from only one of its sides, and even more difficult to analyse it effectively in only 1000 words. 
Because of where it was originally (St John’s Hospital),[footnoteRef:2] the primary analysis of this image has to be religiously. As is expected, this image closely matches the depiction of the apocalypse in the Bible, focusing on John and his vision. Because of this, all the key elements of the story from the Book of Revelation are clearly depicted, including John having the vision, the disciples surrounding Jesus throned on high, and the four horsemen – Death, War, Famine, and Pestilence.[footnoteRef:3] In addition to this, there is high attention paid to detail, including the direct use of quotations from the Book of Revelation to the triptych. One example of which is the use of the quote “there was a rainbow round about that throne”,[footnoteRef:4] which is clearly translated onto the canvas, as the top left section of the image is filled with the heavenly portal described. When the work was originally completed and placed around the altar at St John’s, the stories and images from the Bible would have been well known to everyone. Because of this, there is little need for each part of the Book to be explicitly shown. In spite of this, Memling has chosen to display each of the aforementioned elements from the biblical tale of the apocalypse. There are several possible reasons behind this, but the most prevalent is to be found in the original purpose behind religious artwork: their use as an educational tool.[footnoteRef:5] This use demonstrates the need for each element of the  biblical tale to be included, as these images were of high importance to the medieval church, and, to a highly illiterate audience,[footnoteRef:6] one of their only connections to the Bible was through images. 	Comment by Thomas J. Dobson:  [2: Web Gallery of Art, St John Altarpiece, Available on:
 https://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/memling/2middle2/13john.html Accessed on [04/11/2017].]  [3:  Book of Revelations 6:2-8.]  [4:  Book of Revelations 4:3.]  [5:  L. Cleaver, Education in Twelth-Century Art and Architecture: Images of Learning in Europe, c.1100 – 1220 (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2016).]  [6:  Our World in Data, Literacy, Available on: https://ourworldindata.org/literacy/ Accessed on [07/11/2017].] 

Despite this, the use of colour, and the composition of this image, also shows several different things about the image, and how the painter interpreted the text.  There are two things the eye immediately notices when looking at this image – the subject (John), and the focus (Jesus and Heaven). From the viewpoint of the audience, these elements would appear to be the most important. Alternatively, the inclusion of these elements as the largest could demonstrate that they are the easiest elements to explain and portray, unlike the smaller elements of this piece such as the four horsemen. This idea is further reinforced by the fact that the four horsemen element of the biblical apocalypse have inspired writers and artists for centuries, leading to the creation of artwork such as Durer’s ‘Four Horsemen’,[footnoteRef:7] more recently inspiring an Oscar award winning film,[footnoteRef:8] and Emmy award winning television series.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  The Met Museum, Durer’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, Available on:
 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/19.73.209/ Accessed on [07/11/2017].]  [8:  IMDB, Sleepy Hollow (1999) Awards, Available on: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0162661/awards Accessed on [07/11/2017].]  [9:  IMDB, Sleepy Hollow (2013-2017) Awards, Available on: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2647544/awards Accessed on [07/11/2017]. ] 

Another element of the image that is unusually small for a religious image is the depiction of the devil claiming the souls of the damned for hell. When included, the devil and hell are often included as a main feature of an image, as they represent a warning to people to follow the teachings of the Bible and the  Church. Memling’s inclusion of the idea of damnation, here solely represented by the devil, demonstrates that he was closely following the biblical narrative, but their miniscule inclusion can signify a few things. The  first of which is that, when and where Memling was painting had a great imppact on the piece, and that there was less of an emphasis placed on the devil as part of the apocalypse at this time. Whilst this is plausible, it is more likely that it is the intended location of the piece that affected its contents, rather than the locale of its creation. As it was created to go in a religious building attached to a hospital,[footnoteRef:10] and thus near a place frequently associated with death, the lack of inclusion of the devil as a prominent figure is possible to highlight the possibility of salvation after death, giving hope and peace to those attending the church, and portraying an idealised, ‘utopian’ view of death.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Web Gallery of Art, St John Altarpiece, Available on: https://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/memling/2middle2/13john.html Accessed on [04/11/2017].]  [11:  D. Visser, Apocalypse as Utopian Expectation (800-1500): The Apocalypse Commentary of Berengaudus of Ferrieres and the Relationship Between Exegesis, Liturgy, and Iconography (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 1996) in K.C. 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 (Victoria: University of Victoria, 2005), p.19.] 

A further indication of hope displayed in this piece are the bright colours used throughout this piece. When portraying the apocalypse, it would be easy to use a dark colour palette, focusing on the end of days aspect of the narrative, or the reds and blacks of hell. This would be especially easy as the work is painted onto a dark oak altarpiece,[footnoteRef:12] meaning that dark colours would be easier to use. Despite this, Memling has elected to focus on St John and heaven as described in the Book of Revelation, using bright and light colours to reflect this, using colour to once more convey a message of hope and salvation.  [12:  Web Gallery of Art, St John Altarpiece, Available on:
 https://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/memling/2middle2/13john.html Accessed on [04/11/2017].
] 

This painting also cleverly makes use of symbolism to identify the two most important figures in the image – St John and Christ. St John is portrayed writing the Book of Revelation, a common depiction of his in artwork, as well as being shown with long, blonde hair, and depicted in pink, similar to Da Vinci’s later work ‘The Last Supper’.[footnoteRef:13] Christ is depicted on a throne in heaven, clearly showing him as the King of Kings.[footnoteRef:14] In addition to this, he is shown with a lamb at his side, portraying him as Christ the shepherd, rather than one of his more ‘militaristic’ roles, such as Christ the soldier who defeated the devil and led souls out of the Hellmouth. This shows Christ as a loving, caring figure, tending to his flock (humanity),[footnoteRef:15] once more fitting with Memling’s hopeful depiction of death and the apocalypse as told in the Book of Revelation.  [13:  Milan Museum, Leonardo’s Last Supper, Available on: https://www.milan-museum.com/leonardo-last-supper-cenacolo.php Accessed on [07/11/2017]. ]  [14:  Book of Revelations 17:14.]  [15:  Book of Acts 20:28.] 

In conclusion, the right hand panel of Hans Memling’s St John’s Altarpiece clearly depicts the biblical apocalypse from John’s viewpoint, as he is retelling it in the Book of Revelation, using colour, subject focus, and composition of the image to portray this tale in a hopeful, caring light, suitable for its original location.
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