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Title: A critical examination of the Sky in relation to Material Culture.
Word Count: 4
Introduction 
This essay will critically examine the cultural representation of the sky in the Italian fresco The Creation of Adam (Fig. 1), and the Navajo Sandpainting of Father Sky (Fig. 2). The Creation of Adam is an iconic piece of art created over 500 years ago by Michelangelo Buonarotti as part of a larger commission by Pope Julius II. It’s imagery of two figures reaching towards each other has become ubiquitous in modern culture. Father Sky is a sacred depiction of the heavens created by the Navajo people through the craft of sandpainting. It is considered one of the most powerful ‘living entities’ used in a ceremonial context, with the intent to bring psychological healing by restoring wholeness through its symbolic representation.

This essay will explore the cultural context in which these images came into being as responses to the sky, as well as connections and contrasts between their imagery and meaning through the following themes. It will explore each culture’s relationship with the sky – viewing it as either as part of a greater whole or as separate from the individual - and use these insights to analyse the resulting artwork with regards to their cultural reception and deeper meaning. For Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam this will include Christian theology of Renaissance Italy, the influence of Humanism on Renaissance art and a modern interpretation of the fresco’s imagery. For Navajo Sandpaintings, this will explore the unique cultural view of time and space and the familial relationship they have with the environment. Through a comparative analysis, this essay will explore the cultural and symbolic references in each work and, despite significant differences in artistic style and belief systems, explore the underlying concepts that reveal shared themes between the two creations.

Background
Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni (1475 – 1564), known mononymously as Michelangelo is recognised as one of the most exquisite artists to come out of the Italian Renaissance.[footnoteRef:1] Born in Tuscany, Italy, Michelangelo possessed an affinity for the arts from a young age and found himself gravitating towards peers who were apprenticed to masters in painting and sculpture. By the age of 24, he had produced his first notable marble sculpture: the Madonna della Pietà. Symonds expresses it as being the ‘first germ of that sweet and winning majesty which Buonarroti was destined to develop’.[footnoteRef:2] Michelangelo dedicate his life to his artistic endeavours, encompassing decades of laborious work in the service of no fewer than eight popes and, upon the end of his life, became a revered character, praised as ‘divine’ by society.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  Roger Porter, A Reflection and Analysis on the ‘Creation of Adam’ Sistine Chapel Fresco, n.d. P 1]  [2:  John Addington Symonds, ‘The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti’, Https://Www.Gutenberg.Org/Files/11242/11242-8.Txt, n.d. <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11242/pg11242-images.html> [accessed 20 April 2025].]  [3:  Martin Gayford, ‘The Death and Life of Michelangelo’, New Statesman (New Statesman Ltd., 22 November 2013), p.49.] 

In 1508, Michelangelo began what would turn out to be one of his most renowned works of art - his frescoes throughout the Sistine Chapel - situated in the Vatican City, Rome. The Sistine Chapel is a reconstruction of the earlier chapel Capella Magna, which had fallen into disrepair. The rebuilding took place under the direction of Pope Sixtus IV, after whom the chapel is named. After the death of the pope, newly elected Pope Julius II, upon hearing of Michelangelo’s proficiency in the arts as well as his religious background and familiarity with the scriptures,[footnoteRef:4] commissioned Michelangelo to undertake the creation of his tomb. Due to the collective ambitious nature of both Michelangelo and the Pope, the work expanded outside his chosen artistic medium of sculpture, to frescoes on the lunettes, later encompassing the ceiling in its entirety - depicting narratives from the Old Testament in the Holy Bible.[footnoteRef:5] This technique of mural painting employed during the Italian Renaissance is one where the artist works exclusively upon wet lime plaster with dry powder pigment, producing an image of the most imperishable, thereby embedding itself as an integral part of the building. The decoration of the chapel, undertaken by not only Michelangelo, but other highly regarded painters of the 15th and 16th century such as Botticelli, Ghirlandaio and Perugino, sought to convey foundational elements of the Catholic doctrine to glorify the church. [4:  Maria Rzepińska, ‘The Divine Wisdom of Michelangelo in “The Creation of Adam”’, Artibus et Historiae, 15.29 (1994), p. 185, doi:10.2307/1483492.]  [5:  Symonds, ‘The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti’.] 

The Navajo, or Diné, are an indigenous people originating from Northwest Canada. In the 11th and 12th century they migrated and settled in areas such as New Mexico and Arizona of Southwest America - the world of the Pueblo Indians. As primarily a nomadic people, they incorporated parts of the Pueblo ritualistic and mythological modalities and adapted them to their own way of life. As Pueblo Indians carried their rituals out in a priest society, the Navajo presented a more individualistic means to emanate their culture into the physical world - that of medicine men and singers.[footnoteRef:6] One adaptation is the Pueblo Indian tradition of sandpainting, the Navajo people elaborated on the relatively simple Pueblo designs with more complexity and used them in a sacred ceremonial context. [6:  The Mythic World of the Navajo: Sand Painting Rituals, dir. by Joseph Campbell Foundation (2019) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pt0mdzO0rg4> [accessed 10 June 2025].] 

The paintings are not composed in a conventional way, they are created by placing a mixture of ground and sifted sandstone, charcoal and clay straight onto the ground with meticulous intricacy, requiring multiple people to create an image roughly ten by ten feet. Within Navajo cosmology the sandpainting is a mythological realm in which the person in need of healing becomes part of, thus leaving the realm of normal life.[footnoteRef:7] It is within their power as sacred living entities that these ceremonies are able to restore hózhó – meaning balance, beauty and harmony - to the individual in which the ceremony and sandpainting is tailored towards.[footnoteRef:8] The Sandpaintings are not considered ‘art’ in a Western sense – they are created with the intention to restore harmony and destroyed to mark the end of the ceremonial process. The craft is traditionally held within families, handed down throughout the generations by word of mouth, with no information shared with outsiders.  [7:  The Mythic World of the Navajo: Myth and Sand Paintings, dir. by Joseph Campbell Foundation (2018) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CmG5jU-4sYA> [accessed 10 June 2025].]  [8:  Trudy Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father: Space, Time, and Astronomy in Navajo Sandpainting (UNM Press, 1995). P.6] 

Given the ephemeral nature of these Navajo creations, the primary image used for this essay serves as a portal into their ceremonial context, in a way, reflecting the role of its predecessors. The image of Father Sky (Fig. 2) is held in an art gallery in France called Galerie Vent des Cimes. The image was created by Orlando Myerson, a Navajo Indian from Shiprock, New Mexico – using a glue to keep the sand in its intended positioning. He and his brothers Sammy and Frederick create intricate paintings that closely replicate the ceremonial sanpaintings, with all three brothers learning their craft from their late father Cecil Myerson. 
Primary source for The Creation of Adam is an image of the fresco after the 20th century restoration, provided by Erich Lessing Culture and Fine Arts Archive through the JSTOR scholarly platform. 


[image: A painting of the creation of adam

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Figure 1. Michelangelo, The Creation of Adam [fresco] (1508 – 1512) <https://ez proxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.18122590> [accessed 4 July 2025].
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Literature ReviewFigure 2. Orlando Myerson, Father Sky [Sandpainting on canvas] < https://galerie-ventdescimes.com/produit/father-sky-mother-earth/> [accessed 4 July 2025]

Secondary resources are scholarly sources of Michelangelo’s life written in the book The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti by John Addington Symonds, a British cultural historian specialising in the Renaissance, amongst other appropriate scholarly journals. The Oxford history of the Renaissance, The Oxford Handbook of Humanism and Marieke J.E van den Doel’s book Ficino and Fantasy outline the culture surrounding Renaissance Italy at the time of the fresco’s creation. Further scholarly research includes Gods physical description throughout history provided by Francesca Stavrakopoulo in her book God: An Anatomy, as well as modern interpretations of The Creation of Adam. 
For the Navajo Sandpaintings, secondary sources include Trudy Griffin-Pierce’s book Earth as my Mother, Sky as my Father: Space, Time, and Astronomy in Navajo Sandpaintings in which she emulates her intimate understanding of Navajo culture through both her Native American heritage and her immersion in their world as an informally adopted daughter. Further understanding comes through video lectures on the Navajo through the Joseph Campbell Foundation. Also included is the book Sky and Psyche – edited by Nicholas Campion and Patrick Curry – offering a broader context on humanities relationship with the sky.
In Richard Tarnas chapter on Understanding the Modern Disenchantment of the Cosmos the book Sky and Psyche, he writes how the relationship a culture has with the sky as defining its cosmology by providing ‘a framework of assumptions and underlying principles’, thereby influencing every statement, action and belief of its inhabitants.[footnoteRef:9] Tarnas writes of how different a world view human beings can have when they see the sky and the psyche as separate, claiming the modern mind concurs the two as being ‘categorically distant from each other’ – viewing the cosmos as objective and psyche subjective. Kline writes in The Oxford Handbook of Humanism of Christianity as viewing earth ‘as literally standing below the heavens in a separate and subordinate fallen realm’.[footnoteRef:10] This was much the case in Renaissance Italy before the reformation – the time in which Michelangelo created his ceiling frescos. Held within culture was the dichotomy of the sky and the earth, one represented as heaven and one as hell. Conversely, Tarnas writes of how Native American tribes recognise the cosmos as being infused with meaning and purpose by viewing the outer world as a continuation of the inner self.[footnoteRef:11] Representing a more unified approach to perceiving our environment. [9:  Nicolas Campion and Patrick Curry, Sky and Psyche: The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness (Floris Books, 2018). P. 183]  [10:  David Kline, ‘Humanism Against Religion’, in The Oxford Handbook of Humanism, ed. by Anthony B. Pinn (Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 5, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190921538.013.19.]  [11:  Campion and Curry, Sky and Psyche: The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness. P. 185] 

In Griffin-Pierce’s book on the Navajo, she writes of Navajo culture, cosmology, mythology and unique world view. Central to Navajo culture is the interconnectedness of time, and humanity to the natural world. Aspects of nature are considered in such kinship they are personified as family members, emphasising reciprocity and good treatment of the planet, skies and universe as a whole.[footnoteRef:12] The Navajo regard the celestial landscape of the night sky as a means for divination, with the practice of Stargazing used to discover the etiology of an illness, location of a mission item or determining a reason for misfortune.[footnoteRef:13] If one was to request a healing ceremony they would first consult with a Stargazer - who acts as a Shaman. The Stargazer receives information in a trance state by establishing a kin relationship with stars to enlist their help, thereby determining which sandpaintings and rituals are needed to restore harmony – hózhó - to the patient,[footnoteRef:14] one of which is Father Sky (Fig. 2). This figure is the counterpart to Mother Earth, both created together as one sandpainting, according to Griffin-Pierce, to represent ‘two halves of a whole creation’,[footnoteRef:15] exemplifying their wholistic belief system. By viewing the sky as a source for divination infuses the entire universe with meaning which in turn created a feeling of reciprocity between its inhabitants and nature. [12:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 27]  [13:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P.143]  [14:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 142 – 143, 146]  [15:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 177] 

Griffin-Pierce suggests that Sandpaintings can only be fully appreciated by discerning the Navajo’s view of time and space – an understanding that challenges the singular worldview offered by Newtonian physics.[footnoteRef:16] A concept held within Navajo mythology is the idea of the universe being in constant motion, which means that ‘no state of being is permanently fixed’.[footnoteRef:17] The Navajo believe that the conditions one finds themselves in are continuously recreated and renewed, emphasising the power of thought as a creative act. To fully enter the world of the Navajo one must let go of the Western tendency to define reality solely through measurement, the notion of time as linear, and remain open to a new possibility on how the world operates.[footnoteRef:18] It is through this world view that the Sandpaintings can be recognised as living entities with the power to positively change the state of being of an individual, by fusing time together as one and bringing intention and meaning to the ceremony. This world view goes against the grain of the modern beliefs by viewing nature, including the sky, as an integral part of the individual.  [16:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 7]  [17:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 25]  [18:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 7] 

[bookmark: _Hlk203997874]The sky also holds significance in biblical doctrine, with medieval Christians envisioning heaven as existing beyond the stars,[footnoteRef:19] a place reserved for the blessed after the death of the body.[footnoteRef:20] The Creation of Adam was commissioned during a period deeply focused on Christian themes, including Gods Incarnation and the salvation of humankind. In Christian theology this narrative portrays God descending from heaven in human form, his crucifixion and subsequent rise back to heaven in an act of atonement for human sin, reinforcing a cultural emphasis on church authority and the importance of sacraments. Joseph Campbell comments on the biblical condemnation of nature in his book The Power of Myth, he writes, ‘God is separate from nature, and nature is condemned of God. It’s right there in Genesis: we are to be the masters of the world’.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  Campion and Curry, Sky and Psyche: The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness. P. 9]  [20:  Stella Fletcher, ‘Religion’, in The Oxford History of the Renaissance, ed. by Gordon Campbell (Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 88, doi:10.1093/oso/9780192886699.003.0003.]  [21:  Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2011). Pp. 40] 

In his book The life of Michelangelo Buonarroti, Symonds writes of the young artists rise to fame. During his formative years, Michelangelo was apprenticed under Domenico Ghirlandaio where, at the age of 18, his talent was recognised and he was selected by the Medici family – a wealthy dynasty known to have greatly influenced Renaissance art and culture - to continue his study of the arts, specialising in sculpture.[footnoteRef:22] Symonds describes the influential characters he would meet under the Medici patronage as leaders in intellectual movements such as Humanism and Neoplatonism.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Symonds, ‘The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti’.]  [23:  Symonds, ‘The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti’.] 

The Humanism movement rediscovered and translated ancient text and appropriated the contents with Christian doctrine.[footnoteRef:24] Doel[footnoteRef:25] in his book Ficino and Fantasy states Humanism played a key role in the ‘emergence of new genres and themes in painting and the reinvention of traditional ones’, producing a time of ‘rapid, ground – breaking changes in multiple domains’. This scholarly movement, according to Mack, sought ‘to become, and to enable others to become better people, through their understanding of the greatness of the classical past’.[footnoteRef:26] It was period of enquiry into human potential by evoking a human centric universal experience, much in line with the geocentric model of the cosmos that was understood to be true during the start of the 16th century. This period marked the final phase of the middle-ages, just before the onset of the modern era.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Peter Mack, ‘Humanism and the Classical Tradition’, in The Oxford History of the Renaissance, ed. by Gordon Campbell (Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 10, doi:10.1093/oso/9780192886699.003.0001.]  [25:  Marieke J. E. van den Doel, Ficino and Fantasy (Brill, 2021) <https://brill.com/display/title/59910> [accessed 7 May 2025]. P. 1]  [26:  Mack, ‘Humanism and the Classical Tradition’. P. 10]  [27:  John Monfasani, ‘Humanism and the Renaissance’, in The Oxford Handbook of Humanism, ed. by Anthony B. Pinn (Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 1, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190921538.013.30.] 


Analysis
A suggestive alignment with sky and humanity
The Creation of Adam is based on verse 1:27 from the book of Genesis, written in Greek between the mid-first and early second century, which states, ‘So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them’.[footnoteRef:28] In Francesca Stavrakopoulo’s book God: An Anatomy, she writes how ‘God’s body is nowhere denied in the Bible. It is simply assumed’,[footnoteRef:29] she continues to describe multiple biblical stories in which it was a given that God had a body. For example, Abraham walking alongside him and a committee of Israelite elders seeing Gods feet moments before the deity himself, with the only description of physical characteristics of God presented in the book of Daniel and the book of Revelation – depicting God as having white hair.[footnoteRef:30] It is generally understood that the anthropomorphic language used in the Bible is figurative or symbolic to help humanity understand Gods attributes, with white hair as symbolic for the wisdom one acquires later in life. This description in the Bible greatly influenced how God is visually depicted in the Western world, as a ‘white haired sovereign elder of the cosmos’ – observed by Stavrakopoulo.[footnoteRef:31] During the time Michelangelo created his ceiling frescoes, this image of God as an elder male figure coming from the sky was already present, but his depiction, with focus on beauty and dignity of the human form, reflects the Humanist culture in which he was assimilated.  [28:  The Every Day Devotional Bible, New International Version, edited by Selwyn Hughes (International Bible Society, 1991). Genesis 1:27]  [29:  Francesca Stavrakopoulou, God: An Anatomy (Picador, 2021). P. 16]  [30:  The Every Day Devotional Bible. Daniel 7:9, Revelation 1:14.]  [31:  Stavrakopoulou, God: An Anatomy. P. 347] 

Michelangelo’s exposure to this intellectual movement allows context to understand his visual interpretation of God and Adam in the biblical fresco. When analysing the image, we see two adult male figures reaching out to one another - both of impeccable form - capturing the moment before their index fingers make contact. God is seen in the sky, with shoulder length grey hair and a beard, he is simply clothed in an off-white tunic and is depicted reaching out to Adam with palpable intensity. God is surrounded by multiple ignudi – nude youths, as well as a female figure, all of which are contained within a red shape in the sky. Adam is depicted fully naked and lying back onto the ground, assuming a similar shape to Gods body. He is clearly younger, with light brown hair and no sign of a beard. The background is a scene of nature but is predominantly sky or clouds within the sky. 
The Creation of Adam is the fourth of nine frescos situated in a chronological manner on the ceiling. The nine paintings tell the story of The Creation of the Heavens and Earth, The Creation of Adam and Eve and the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden and finally depicting the story of Noah and the Great Flood, as written in the book of Genesis. The image is therefore fundamentally rooted in Christian theology. However, the way in which God and Adam have been depicted - both central of the composition in near-equal scale, almost in direct connection - lies an elevation of humanity dignity. Pinn writes of this elevation expressed in the visual arts during the Renaissance period in the Oxford Handbook of Humanism:
The visual arts’ greatest contribution to Renaissance Humanism was to instantiate that vision of humanity in marble, paint, and plaster with an accuracy of visual and existential perspective that reflected the dignity and beauty of the human form and experience.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Pinn Anthony B, The Oxford Handbook of Humanism, Oxford Handbooks Online, 1st ed. (Oxford University Press, 2019). Pp. 7] 

 	By elevating the human form as opposed to a portraying it as a sinful entity creates a more optimistic view of humanity: man is not regarded as a fallen creature, but dignified and beautiful. This feature of the painting suggests a more holistic view of the cosmos and humanity. With the portrayal of sky and humanity more closely reflecting the cultural beliefs that produced the figure of Father Sky in contrast to Christian theology of the times.
Images created to elicit cognitive or emotional shifts in the observer 
Father Sky is depicted by the Navajo as a representation of cosmological order.[footnoteRef:33] Held within his anthropomorphised body are the major constellations as recognised by the Navajo, including the milky way, the sun and the moon - using simple geometric shapes and symmetry as visual language. The process of creating such a symmetrical figure, according to Griffin-Pierce, ‘focusses everyone’s thoughts on the principles of balance and order’.[footnoteRef:34] This reflects the Navajo belief in the interconnectedness of reality and the power of imagination: by establishing order in the sandpainting, one reestablishes order in the spiritual realms and thus the physical world of the patient is also restored in its wholeness.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P 174-175]  [34:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P 177]  [35:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P 177] 

[bookmark: _Hlk203670185]This sentiment of creating a symbolic image to instigating a change of state within the intended participant can also be applied to The Creation of Adam. Dixon writes in The Christology of Michelangelo of the fresco as not just a great work of art in its conception and execution but as holding deeper significance as a ‘Christian liturgical act’,[footnoteRef:36] referring to the nine ceiling frescoes as containing ‘a kind of unity and coherence’ later describing them as ‘manifestations of human wholeness and completeness’.[footnoteRef:37] He discusses a form of transaction existing between paintings and their intended audience as an exchange which ‘shape the imagination’ of those who participate’.[footnoteRef:38] He continues:  [36:  John W. Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo: The Sistine Chapel’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 55.3 (1987), p. 503.]  [37:  Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo’. P 508]  [38:  Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo’. P 511] 

By that participation, it effects a discipline and a transformation of the responding flesh, and by way of flesh, which is also spirit, it effects a transformation of the soul.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo’. P 513] 

Dixon is suggesting that this painting acts as a catalyst to a deeper transformation through an active process of participation. Quiviger writes in The Oxford History of the Renaissance that one of the Churches intentions was indeed to provide images that were ‘didactic, mnemonic, and inspirational’ which activated ‘the three faculties of intellect, memory, and will’.[footnoteRef:40] The cultural reception of The Creation of Adam is therefore aligned with the practice of Navajo ceremonial Sandpaintings, albeit in a more covert manner with major contrasts in the style of composition, cultural belief systems, and intended lifespan of the artwork.  [40:  François Quiviger, ‘The Civilization of the Renaissance’, in The Oxford History of the Renaissance, ed. by Gordon Campbell (Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 130, doi:10.1093/oso/9780192886699.003.0004.] 


Both images imply a degree of free will
A modern interpretation of The Creation of Adam allows further comparison in the conceptual framework of both images. The extensive cleaning of the Sistine Chapel ceiling undertaken in the 20th century, followed by a 1990 paper by Frank Lynn Meshberger brought a new theory to the foreground. Meshberger suggested the red cloth surrounding the figure of God resembled a sagittal section of the human brain. He hypothesised there was a message hidden in the anatomy of the brain, with the opinion that the brain gives man his spirit and in it contained the ability to discern good vs evil.[footnoteRef:41] When reanalysing the image through this lens, God is seen to be reaching to Adam through the frontal lobe – the region of the brain which, according to contemporary neuroscience, governs reasoning, judgement, decision making and conscious action. Ashford and Tatem called Meshberger’s observations a modern cultural interpretation emanating ideas surrounding the ‘relevance of the brain to man’s evolution, spirit and decision-making capacities’.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Frank Lynn Meshberger, ‘An Interpretation of Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam Based on Neuroanatomy’, JAMA, 264.14 (1990), pp. 1837–41, doi:10.1001/jama.1990.03450140059034.]  [42:  J. Wesson Ashford and Sue Binkley and Tatem, ‘Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel Frescoes: Communications about the Brain’, Neurocase, 26.5 (2020), p. 297, doi:10.1080/13554794.2020.1813477.] 

At their core, these ‘decision-making capacities’ imply a degree of free will – an element that holds deep significance within Navajo culture and plays a vital role in the creation of Father Sky. As described earlier, the Navajo believe that one chooses their reality by viewing thought as a creative act, this concept is reflected in the imagery of Father Sky by the inclusion of feathers. Griffin-Pierce explains the feathers are symbolic for ‘the power of clear thought and good judgement’.[footnoteRef:43] This tendency toward proper conduct held in the Navajo worldview is further exemplified through their connection to the night sky: the constellations are seen as depicting traditional narratives that evoke a level of morality, serving as a reminder of the right way to live one’s life,[footnoteRef:44] highlighting the power of choice. Furthermore, when a patient takes part in a healing ceremony, they must actively choose to be well,[footnoteRef:45] with the sandpaintings serving as a reminder to the participant that the thoughts and subsequent actions that one chooses have a profound impact on the world around them and hold the power to effect one’s health.  [43:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 180]  [44:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 198]  [45:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 35] 

Modern interpretations of The Creation of Adam suggest an emphasis on humanities ability of discernment and taking appropriate action, with Dixon stating even before the publication of Meshbergers paper, The Creation of Adam ‘makes clear that human will is a gift from God’.[footnoteRef:46] The Humanistic culture surrounding this fresco aimed to inspire individuals towards moral and intellectual improvement, with Mack stating ‘the educational reforms instigated by the Humanists altered the lives and ways of thinking of elites throughout Europe and the new world of America’.[footnoteRef:47]  Macks statement suggests a global change in perspective,  with Dixon also commenting, ‘By a variety of devices, the renaissance artists analyzed the fundamental modes of our perceptual-intellectual dialogue with the world’.[footnoteRef:48] It is this change in perspective that Trudy Griffin-Pierce emphasises in her writings on the Navajo way of living: solutions to problems arise through shifts in perception.[footnoteRef:49] Both the Navajo and Michelangelo’s imagery convey an underlying emphasis on human agency and the power of choice. In both cultural contexts, this expression is closely tied to moral conduct, reflecting a shared concern with ethical responsibility and the individual's role within a larger cosmological or spiritual framework. [46:  Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo’. P. 510 ]  [47:  Mack, ‘Humanism and the Classical Tradition’. P. 10]  [48:  Dixon, ‘The Christology of Michelangelo’. P. 512]  [49:  Griffin-Pierce, Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father. P. 197] 


Conclusion
This essay has analysed the interpretation of the sky through the art of Michelangelo’s fresco, The Creation of Adam and the Navajo Sandpainting of Father Sky. It has explored each cultures connection with the sky considering preexisting religious and spiritual beliefs. It highlighted a dichotomy within Christian theology towards the sky, represented through the concept of heaven and hell, and a more unifying belief held within Navajo culture, expressing an element of interrelated totality towards all that exists. This essay found that, despite the major visual and cosmological differences between the two images, they share conceptual similarities in their alignment with the sky, their intended cultural impact, and their emphasis on human morality – as expressed in both cultures and free will – as symbolised in the image.
This essay has shown that both images are better understood as an active process rather than static product in their cultural reception due to their engagement of the human imagination. Both can be seen as a ritualistic act of faith with an underlying intention to transform the inner world of the participant: represented in the Navajo worldview as restoring an individual to a state of harmony, and the Church intention to inspire acts of piety. Furthermore, both images have taken known aspects of previous cultures and appropriated them to be in line with the religious or spiritual beliefs.
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