
A new book co-authored by Vatican guide Roy
Doliner (left) examines Jewish imagery and other
secret messages in the Sistine Chapel; above, ‘The
Fall of Man & Expulsion from Eden,’ from the
ceiling fresco; below, the Cumaean Sibyl, in which
two angels appear to be making a rude gesture.

Did Michelangelo have a hidden agenda?
By Cathryn Drake
Special to The Wall Street Journal

 Vatican City

N
EVER MIND the Da Vinci Code—what
about Michelangelo’s secret mes-
sages? On the 500th anniversary of the

artist’s first climb up the ladder in 1508 to
paint the Sistine Chapel ceiling, a new book
claims he embedded subversive messages in
his spectacular frescoes—not only Jewish,
Kabbalistic and pagan symbols but also in-
sults directed at Pope Julius II, who commis-
sioned the work, and references to his own
sexuality.

First published in an English version in
May by Harper One, “The Sistine Secrets:
Michelangelo’s Forbidden Messages in the
Heart of the Vatican,” coauthored by Vatican
docent Roy Doliner and Rabbi Benjamin
Blech, is already in its second edition in Italy.
It will be translated into 16 languages and re-
leased in the coming months in Spain, Portu-
gal, France, Poland, Serbia, Romania, Bul-
garia, Turkey, the Czech Republic and the
Netherlands.

A religious Jew who has guided visitors
through the Vatican for nearly a decade, Mr.
Doliner says his book is neither fiction nor an
attack on the Catholic Church, but rather an
attempt to reveal the universal connections
between Christianity and Judaism. He says
Michelangelo’s frescoes also convey the tu-
multuous rivalry between the rulers of Flo-
rence and the Roman church at the time of
their painting.

Mr. Doliner believes that Michelangelo,
whose unconventional education at the court
of Lorenzo de Medici included the study of Ju-
daic and Kabbalistic texts, meant the
1,100-square-meter ceiling of the chapel as a
mystical message of universal love—a bridge
of understanding between the two faiths.

When Mr. Doliner visited the chapel after
its restoration was completed in 1999, he dis-
covered through a pair of binoculars that two
characters on the ceiling were the Hebrew let-
ters aleph and ayin rather than the Greek al-
pha and omega, a symbol for Christ, that they
previously appeared to be while obscured by
centuries of grime. He then noticed the puz-
zling figures of two Jews in “The Last Judg-
ment”—the work behind the altar completed
by Michelangelo nearly 30 years after he fin-
ished the ceiling. Curious about the findings,
Mr. Doliner began a six-year investigation
that took him to sources in Florence and Rome
as well as countless libraries.

The idea for the book came in 2005, after
Pope John Paul II invited 160 rabbis and can-
tors from all over the world to the Vatican un-
der the auspices of the Pave the Way Founda-
tion, an international organization of clergy
and lay members whose aim is to promote cul-
tural exchange between the Christian and Jew-
ish worlds. Mr. Doliner says the visitors, led
by Rabbi Blech, immediately saw the familiar
imagery and started asking questions that the
Vatican guides couldn’t answer.

We met up with Mr. Doliner in the Sistine
Chapel, where he talked about his controver-
sial findings, and gave us his unusual tour.

Q: As a religious Jew, how did you end up
being a guide at the Vatican?

I grew up in an Italian Catholic neighbor-
hood in suburban Massachusetts. So I went to
mass with my friends more often than I went
to Hebrew school. And obviously spending a
lot of time in Italy, I am passionate about art
and architectural history, Western civiliza-
tion, church history and of course the Talmud
and the Torah, Kabbalism and Jewish history.
If you study all of this stuff you see how it all is
interwoven.

Q: Some people think you are simply
cashing in on “The Da Vinci Code” phenome-
non. How do you respond to that?

No, this is not cashing in. I was doing the
research long before his books came out. [Dan
Brown] is a great novel writer; they are won-
derful thrillers. But this is historical fact.
Mostly the people who make that accusation
have not read one word of my book.

Q: When did you start to systematically
research this whole theory?

I was the biggest skeptic in the world.
When I first started spending time in the Sis-
tine Chapel about seven years ago I saw a lot
of stuff in Michelangelo’s works that looked
like coincidences to me. And I said, “No no no,
I’m just imagining this; it can’t be true.” But
Michelangelo himself, little by little, started
convincing me with the overwhelming
amount of symbolism in his works. After that I
started doing private research and found out
who his teachers were in Florence, and who
the rabbis were that taught his teachers. It
was like pieces of a puzzle all coming together.

The genius of Michelangelo is like the ge-
nius of the Talmud, with several layers of
meaning, one on top of another. So you can in-
terpret it in terms of Christianity and Judaism,
sociologically, historically and artistically. We
are just adding one level that has either been
ignored or covered up over the centuries.

Q: So these images aren’t exclusively
Jewish?

What Michelangelo was doing was trying
to remind Rome five centuries ago that Jesus
was a Jew, he came from Jews, and that Chris-
tianity is based on Judaism. Florence in his
time was proud of that connection, whereas
Rome was not only trying to separate the two
religions but to negate in great part its roots
in Judaism—and even forcibly separate Jews
and Christians. There were many Papal bulls
outlawing fraternization and friendship be-
tween Jews and Christians, whereas in Flo-
rence everybody was partying together.

Q: Was Michelangelo simply promoting
the Florentine agenda in Rome?

Absolutely. In his poems he complains
about the abuses of power and hypocrisy of
the church. It’s not us imagining it; it’s in his
own words and work. This was not somebody
who was thrilled about working for the Vati-
can on a ceiling. The walls were prestigious
fresco work, not the ceiling; these were all
done by top Florentine fresco painters of their

day: Botticelli, Perugino, Ghirlandaio. This
was part of the conspiracy against him. He
had never done professional fresco painting
in his life before being forced to paint the Sis-
tine ceiling. He hated painting; he had to paint
or die. You didn’t say no to Pope Julius II. His
nickname was Il Papa Terribile, the scary
pope. So even these other Florentine artists
hated him and his whole family, the Della Rov-
eres, and hidden in all the panels are little in-
sulting little messages to give a slap in the
face to Pope Sixtus IV, the uncle of Pope Ju-
lius. There are secret insults to the Della Rov-
ere family, to the Vatican and to Rome hidden
throughout the side panels. So Michelangelo
is not inventing the idea.

For example, Della Rovere means “over the
oak tree.” So here [on the northern wall in Bot-
ticelli’s panel “The Temptations of Christ”] is
the devil being unmasked and jumping into an
oak tree. So it is saying he is linked to the oak
tree family, the Della Roveres, the family of
Pope Julius.

Q: What are those two mischievous-look-
ing angels doing behind Pope Julius’s head?

The putti [small angelic figures] on the ceil-
ing are directional signals for Michelangelo’s
hidden messages and vendettas. Here they are
“making the fig”—sticking the thumb between
the index and middle fingers—the most ob-
scene gesture of the Middle Ages and Renais-
sance, mentioned even by Dante in his Inferno.
So Michelangelo is “giving the finger” not
once but twice to Julius II: above the entrance
where he was commissioned to paint Jesus but
instead painted the pope and in the panel with
the Cumaean Sibyl at the northern edge of the

ceiling. Of course, in order to protect his ca-
reer (and probably his life), the artist made the
gestures small, and a bit dark and blurry as
well. If you look at any close-ups of these pan-
els, these insults—which were pointed out by
previous historians without a single reaction
from anyone—are unmistakable.

Q: You also write that he includes refer-
ences to his sexual orientation in “The Last
Judgment.” How did he do that?

We’ve got naked boys making out like
crazy among the Male Elect, whereas in previ-
ous versions they are chastely placing hands
on each other’s shoulders at most. Dante is
looking disgusted at the sodomites in his
midst: They got up into heaven with him, and
he’s not happy. This was publicly condemned
in the 1540s when it was unveiled. And Miche-
langelo never gets a woman’s nude body cor-
rect; he never used a female model in his en-
tire 89 years.

Q: I notice there are Stars of David all
over the floor.

The floor was made 30 years before Miche-
langelo started the ceiling. The whole design
is based on that of Florentine architect Baccio
Pontelli, who made the Sistine Chapel a copy
of the Jewish holy temple of King Solomon. So
the floor is a very good example of where there
are two different layers of meaning at once. It
shows the path of the mass that you do in the
chapel, where you swing the censer, where the
pope would kneel. On the other hand it’s a Kab-
balistic meditational device. The tree of life is
embedded in it, the ten spheres and also sym-
bols of the Kabbalah. The seal of Solomon ap-
pears throughout the floor. In the 15th and
16th centuries it was considered the key to all
ancient mystical wisdom in the universe. To-
day we call it the Star of David.

Q: How was Michelangelo able to con-
ceal what he was doing? The pope was
watching him pretty closely, right?

Michelangelo constructs this amazing fly-
ing bow bridge that presses against the side-
walls so he won’t block up the pope’s chapel
with a lot of wooden scaffold supports. He
puts a big drop cloth under it and tells the
pope, I don’t want to drip any paint on your
beautiful outfits. The real reason is so the
pope can’t look up through the arches and see
what’s going on. He broke the contract on day
one. We know that all the giant images around
the edges of the ceiling are seven Jewish
prophets. You’ve also got five women who are
not Jewish or Christian but pagan. They’re
sibyls from Greek and Roman mythology. In
the middle, where the pope wanted a geomet-
rical pattern and his crown, Michelangelo put
what he thought really rules the universe: the
five books of Moses—[holy] for both Jews and
Christians. And the central strip is from the
book of Genesis. He told Julius and his advis-
ers, I am showing how everything in the an-
cient world, Jewish and pagan, leads up to the
coming of Jesus, the Messiah. So that’s how
he got away with it.A
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E
VERY YEAR AROUND this
time, we recommend one
special, break-the-bank

bottle that would be a perfect
present for the budding wine
lover or confirmed wine geek in
your life. We write this column
early to give you plenty of time
to find the wine, because what
we suggest can take some ef-
fort, which is, of course, what

great gift-giving is often all
about. Last year, for instance,
we recommended Penfolds
Grange, Australia’s finest wine
and one of the world’s best.

This year, however, the bank
is already broken and a single,
very expensive bottle of wine
seems as dated as bloated execu-
tive bonuses. So we have an-
other idea—just as interesting,
just as thoughtful and just as un-
expected, but you will have to
give us some time to explain it.

Here’s the present: a mixed
case of Beaujolais.

Plain-old Beaujolais? As a
present for a wine lover? Yes,
but to understand this, you have
to understand wine lovers, ei-
ther at the beginning of their
journey or far along into it.

First: Pretty much everyone
who loves wine loves Beaujolais.
No, not Beaujolais Nouveau,
which is routinely shunned as
more grape juice than wine. For-
get about Nouveau. For now,
let’s just pretend it doesn’t ex-
ist. Real Beaujolais, which ar-
rives about a year after the har-
vest, is one of the most perfect
wines around: easy to drink, ver-
satile with food, inexpensive.
It’s a good reminder why we fell
in love with wine in the first
place—it simply tastes good. It’s
refreshing, it’s fun, it’s easy and
it tastes like grapes.

Second: No wine lover drinks
as much Beaujolais as they
mean to. There’s just always
something else out there to try.
And we’re hesitant to buy Beau-
jolais because it’s generally best
drunk young and we’re sure we
won’t get around to drinking it
while we’re busy trying the new-
est California Cabernet or Super
Tuscan.

Third: No matter how many
bottles are in the house, a wine
lover never has enough simple,
inexpensive, refreshing every-
day-drinkables to open for no
reason at all. The bigger a collec-
tion gets, the less likely a wine
lover is to buy everyday drink-
ables, because we always figure
we’ll be drinking something spe-
cial. But then we get home and
all we want to do is have a nice
glass of wine without thinking
about it, and what are we going
to do, open that Montrachet?

Fourth: People who have just
begun their wine journey may
not know—and those far along
on their journey may have for-
gotten—how very different the
various Beaujolais can be. And
this is where our perfect case
comes in.

Beaujolais is made in a spe-
cific region of Burgundy from

the Gamay grape. It is light,
fruity and charming. But its
lovely simplicity obscures the
fact that there really are differ-
ences among wines from Beau-
jolais, depending on the pro-
ducer and where in the region it
was produced. While Beaujolais
is dominated by some large pro-
ducers—notably Georges Du-
boeuf, which is the name you
are most likely to see—there re-
main some smaller operations
that make wines with special
personality.

In all, a tasting of the wines
of Beaujolais would be a most
unexpected—and totally deli-
cious—present.

Here’s how we’d put a case
together. Except where noted be-
low, you want to get the 2007
vintage, which has recently been
released. We have been tasting
dozens of wines from the 2007
vintage in the past several weeks
and they are consistently fruity,
juicy and fun. Once again, keep
in mind that the reason we are
writing this column early is that
it will take some effort to put to-
gether this case. You will almost
surely have to visit at least a
few good stores or spend some
time online. Here’s the case:

1) A bottle of regular Beau-
jolais.

2) A bottle of Beaujolais-Vil-
lages. This is supposed to be a
slight step up from plain-old
Beaujolais. We’ve never found
much of a difference, but that’s
what will make this fun.

3-8) Six of the 10 cru villages
of Beaujolais. The 10 villages are
Brouilly, Chénas, Chiroubles,
Côte de Brouilly, Fleurie, Julié-
nas, Morgon, Moulin-à-Vent,
Régnié and Saint-Amour. If you
can find all 10, wow, go for it.
But even finding six will be a
stretch, so let’s reach for that
for now.

9) A white Beaujolais. Many
people—probably including sev-
eral of the merchants you will
visit—don’t realize there is Beau-
jolais Blanc. It’s made from Char-
donnay and it can be absolutely
charming—light, fun and a little
bit earthy, very much the white
equivalent of red Beaujolais.
This will certainly take some ef-

fort. Call around or put that
mouse to work.

10) A different producer of
any one of the bottles above. If
you can find, say, one Beaujolais-
Villages made by Duboeuf and
another made by Joseph Drou-
hin or Louis Jadot, that would
be a fascinating tasting within a
tasting.

11) A bottle produced by a
winery with an unfamiliar name.
Even confirmed wine lovers are
sometimes amazed at how much
stuff the little guys can bring to
Beaujolais. We tasted a 2007
Morgon from Daniel Bouland
that was terrific, with minerals,
blue flowers and classy, intense
fruit. It still had the grapey
charm of Beaujolais, but was a
very different wine, with some
serious personality and soul. It
was a wine to linger over and
talk about and would be great
even with elegant meals—quite
something for a Beaujolais. Bou-
land made just 550 cases of this
wine, which is one-third of the
winery’s total production, ac-
cording to importer Weygandt-
Metzler of Unionville, Pa., and
the personal care shows.

There are more of these little-
guy Beaujolais wines out there
than you might expect—we
tried an excellent Fleurie from
Jean-Paul Brun, a lovely Beau-
jolais-Villages from Sylvain Rosi-
er’s Château du Chatelard and a
memorable Fleurie from Pierre-
Marie Chermette, among others—
but they’re often hidden in
stores behind more popular
names. If you can find more
than one small producer, that’s
a bonus. The more producers in
this case of wine the better.

12) An older Beaujolais.
While Beaujolais is usually
made to be drunk young, there’s
no reason the better, bigger
wines can’t improve with a few
years in the bottle—that Bou-
land Morgon, for instance, will
be even better in 2010. If you
can find a Morgon or Moulin-à-
Vent from 2005, that would be
ideal. We also just tasted a Châ-
teau de La Chaize Brouilly from
2005 that was excellent (and
seems to be relatively widely
available). If you can’t find a

2005, go ahead and settle for a
2006. Don’t just pick up an old
Beaujolais that has been sitting
on a market shelf for two years
because it would likely be a
tired, bad example of an older
Beaujolais. This is another rea-
son you should be dealing with
a good store for this present.

Even if you shop at more
than one store, you should be
prepared to be flexible to fill
this case. For instance, if you
can’t find six of the crus, maybe
you can simply find a larger
sampling of different producers.

The cost of this case will be
somewhere around $150, but
there are so many variables that
it could be somewhat less or
could run up to $200. If you
want to keep the cost down,
even a half case of mixed Beau-
jolais along these lines would
still be a treat for any wine
lover. Trust us on these three
things occurring immediately af-
ter the holidays:

1) The recipient will open the
wines because they’re the kind
of simple, unfussy, friendly
wines that are great after stress-
ful periods. And the idea of a
Beaujolais tasting—the lucky gif-
tee could drink one a night or
stretch the case out—is so un-
usual that both pro and novice
will be fascinated.

2) If the recipient is an old
pro, he or she will drink the
wines and say, “Man, I had for-
gotten how much I love Beau-
jolais and how very interesting
it can be.” In fact, as we tasted
through many different kinds of
Beaujolais for this column, we
kept saying that ourselves. It
may be the world’s most all-pur-
pose wine: good for sipping,
good with all kinds of food,
good at many temperatures,
good for all seasons and lower
in alcohol than many of today’s
wines. If the recipient is newly
interested in wine, the idea that
even unpretentious, simple Beau-
jolais can present so many dif-
ferent faces will be a revelation
about the wonders ahead in the
world of wine.

3) And then the recipient
will say, “That was one wonder-
ful present.”

A surprising gift of Beaujolais

Continued from previous page

Qatar readies
new museum
of Islamic art

v Wine

A glass wall in the interior of the museum has
a view over the water.
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and several children, and he rules from a
tapioca-colored palace located minutes
from the museum along the city’s corniche.
A graduate of Britain’s Sandhurst Military
Academy, he has a roughly $2 billion per-
sonal fortune, according to Forbes, yet he
moves easily among his subjects, often eat-
ing in the souq without a bulky entourage,
locals say. When presented with a decision,
he likes to pepper his assistants with ques-
tions. “He has this quiet, thoughtful de-
meanor, but things just happen around
him,” says Roger Mandle, the former presi-
dent of the Rhode Island School of Design
who is now executive director of the Qatar
Museums Authority.

The emir nevertheless caused a stir
years ago by letting his second wife,
Sheikha Mozah Bint Nasser Al-Missned, go
out in public without covering her hair; to-
day, she oversees a swath of academic and
philanthropic initiatives from her own of-
fice headquarters in Doha. Some credit her
and their 26-year-old daughter, Sheikha Ma-
yassa Bint Hamad Al-Thani, for pushing the
emir to bring more cultural entities to Qa-
tar. Ali Bagherzadeh, a London dealer in Ira-
nian art, says that “both women are very en-
lightened and ambitious, and if they’re not
the engine, they are certainly the catalyst”
for the museum in Qatar.

Mr. Pei, the architect, had to adjust to
building in Doha’s desert temperatures and
to coordinating dozens of construction
crews, from seasoned workers to novices,
according to Hiroshi Okamoto, Mr. Pei’s site
representative. “Sometimes it was a steep
learning curve,” Mr. Okamoto says, “but we
knew we were a litmus test for museums in
the region, and the fact that it’s done is a tes-
tament to everyone’s persistence.”

The building itself may be complete, but
there is still plenty to do before the big
opening. Michelle Walton, the museum’s
head of research, recently noticed a
1,100-year-old green chalice tucked into a
crowded glassware display. The cup, an Is-
lamic symbol of sovereignty, had been
made in either Iraq or Egypt and had sur-
vived dozens of dynasties and wars, includ-
ing the first Gulf War, where it sat intact
even after the home of its former Kuwaiti
owner was ransacked. Ms. Walton moved
the piece to a more prominent spot: “It’s
had a long journey, too.”

Tastings
DOROTHY J. GAITER
AND JOHN BRECHER
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