St. John Altarpiece Commentary

This image is a depiction of St. John’s vision of the Apocalypse and is the right wing of The St. John Altarpiece (see appendix one). The image itself was painted between 1474 and 1479 by Hans Memling. Memling was a German artist working primarily in Burges in the late Fifteenth Century.[footnoteRef:1] He is most famous for his religious works, such as the St. John altarpiece, which were modelled on the work of earlier artists such as Jan van Eyck and Rogier van der Weyden.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  A. van Oosterwijk, ‘Hans Memling bibliography’, Flemish Primitives (Netherlands: De Vlaamse Kunstcollectie ,2017). Available at http://vlaamseprimitieven.vlaamsekunstcollectie.be/en/research/webpublications/hans-memling-biography [accessed 27/10/2017].  ]  [2:  Ibid.  ] 

The piece was originally intended for use behind the main altar of the chapel in St. John’s Hospital in Burges, in modern day Belgium, where it is still held.[footnoteRef:3] The altarpiece contains an inscription suggesting that the piece was commissioned by St. John’s hospital itself, as those listed as donors were all bursars, that is the monk in charge of the financial side of the hospital, during the years of its creation.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  van Oosterwijk, ‘Hans Memling bibliography’ [accessed 27/10/2017].  ]  [4:  E. Krén and D. Marx, ‘St John Altarpiece’, Web Gallery of Art (Budapest: Web Gallery of Art, 2017). Available at https://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/m/memling/2middle2/13john.html [accessed 27/10/2017].] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The other images that make up the triptych altarpiece appear at first glance to be completely unrelated to that of the depiction of the apocalypse (see appendix two). However, on closer inspection it clearly shows St. John the Evangelist in the central frame, identifiable by the cup with a snake in it, alongside the virgin and child.[footnoteRef:5] The central image also shows St. John the Baptist, St. Catherine of Alexandria, St. Barbara.[footnoteRef:6] All four of the Saints included in the image are the patron saints of either healing or hospitals and their staff. On top of this, the left wing of the complete image shows the beheading of St. John the Baptist, the patron saint of healing from spasms and seizures, on the orders of King Herod’s step-daughter.[footnoteRef:7] The use of two St. John’s is clearly in reference to the triptych being used in St. John’s hospital. On top of this the use of patron saints of healing was clearly intentional by Memling as the altarpiece was intended for use where the worshippers have been looking for spiritual healing. [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Collins Staff, Holy Bible: King James Version (Glasgow: Harper Collins2011) Mark 6:14-29. ] 

It is clear that the right side of the triptych as a whole is meant to show St. John on the Island of Patmos, in the foreground of the piece, while the background of the image depicts events described in the Book of Revelation. These images relate directly to the Book of Revelation, supposedly written by John the Evangelist, such as the four horses or the woman giving birth in the sky with a dragon waiting to devour her child.[footnoteRef:8] The use of the depiction of the Book of Revelation is used by Memling in order to remind the viewer of the impending doom facing the earth, so as to encourage their devotion to God to ensure their salvation at the last judgement, which occurs at the end of the apocalypse.  [8:  Krén and Marx, ‘St John Altarpiece’, [accessed 27/10/2017].] 

If we compare the depiction of the apocalypse in the left-hand corner of the image to the description of St. John’s vision in the Bible we can see that it is intended to show the early part of the Book of Revelation, written by St. John the Evangelist and describing the events of the apocalypse that will come, in a single image. This is clear from the depiction of God on the throne of heaven with a hand resting on the seven seals.[footnoteRef:9] Memling’s probable reason for including this depiction in the altarpiece is potentially as a reminder that the apocalypse could occur at any time and so devotion was key even in times of sickness. The image was intended therefore, to be potentially shocking to the viewer in order to encourage their devotion to ensure salvation.  [9:  Collins Staff, Holy Bible: King James Version, Revelations 6: 2-8; 12: 1-4.  ] 

In order to look at the representation and ideas surrounding the apocalypse in Fifteenth Century society, it is necessary to look at other images of the Book of Revelation. Memling himself painted a triptych of the Last Judgement in the early 1470s (see appendix three). Although this piece is slightly earlier than the St. John Altarpiece it shows how Memling’s work on the apocalypse itself was one of the first to depict the whole Book of Revelation rather than just the Last Judgement. This could be as a direct result of the fall of Constantinople in 1453 suggesting to the western world that the apocalypse must be near if the last part of the Roman Empire had fallen.[footnoteRef:10] Memling’s Last Judgement shows the rising of the dead in the central image with those being welcomed into heaven on the left panel and those descending into hell on the right, all watched over by Christ, the Virgin and a number of saints; this is in stark contrast to Memling’s later work which focuses on God and the saints in heaven. While images of the Last Judgement are clearly intended to show what would happen on earth at the end of the apocalypse, rather than the apocalypse itself, it clearly shows the development of art surrounding the apocalypse.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  J. Herrin, ‘The Fall of Constantinople’, History Today, Volume 53, Issue 6, July 2003 (London: History Today, 2003). Available at http://www.historytoday.com/judith-herrin/fall-constantinople [accessed 27/10/2017].]  [11:  Krén and Marx, ‘St John Altarpiece’ [accessed 27/10/2017].] 

However, the similarities in the depiction of the apocalypse in Memling’s Last Judgement and that in the St. John Altarpiece, show that he the way he chose to depict the vision of St. John the Evangelist was not completely new. Although the vision has God rather than Christ at the centre, he is still surrounded by the same number of saints, including St. Michael, who appears to be looking down on the world as if in judgement. Although this differs from the Last Judgement, as it does not show St. Michael as an archangel passing God’s judgement to those on earth it is clearly intended to be indicative of the same moment. These subtle similarities to older artworks show that Memling was using common iconography in order to make the image recognisable as the apocalypse while still comforting the sick with the image of what awaited them in heaven rather than that of the Last Judgment.  
When looking at the image on its own, it becomes clear that it is intended to remind those receiving treatment in the hospital of the impending doom of the apocalypse, which was thought to be occurring following the events of 1453 in the East.[footnoteRef:12] On top of this the depiction of heaven during the apocalypse shows it as an inviting place in order to encourage the devotion of those using the chapel in order to ensure their personal salvation. [12:  Herrin, ‘The Fall of Constantinople’ [accessed 27/10/2017].] 








Appendices 
Appendix one
[image: https://www.wga.hu/art/m/memling/2middle2/13john3.jpg]Hans Memling, St. John altarpiece, right wing, c.1474-79, Burges, Memling Museum, St. John Hospital.










Appendix two 
Hans Memling, St. John altarpiece, right wing, c.1474-79, Burges, Memling Museum, St. John Hospital.
[image: https://www.wga.hu/art/m/memling/2middle2/13john.jpg]
Appendix three
Hans Memling, Last Judgement c.1467-71, Poland, Gdansk National Museum.
[image: https://www.wga.hu/art/m/memling/1early3/02last.jpg]
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