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Preface

In my view, one of the most fascinating aspects of Caravaggio’s art is that the images he rendered do not reflect his belligerent personality in any way. His paintings are sympathetic to the downtrodden, his Madonnas are stunningly beautiful, and piety, humility, and suffering are often the focus of his art. Some of his works present an unparalleled psychological depth, perhaps reflecting his own psychological state at certain points in his life. Others effectively evoke emotive responses from viewers to spiritually inspire them to amplify their faith—features demanded by the Church of the Counter-Reformation regarding the production of religious art. Some of his paintings reflect his understanding of a long artistic tradition harking as far back as the ancient era and his desire to build upon that tradition to offer novel ideas. And yet he was a brawler and a murderer, and as a result, he spent a large portion of his life running from the law—a life that ended much too soon and tragically.


In spite of his pathological personality, Caravaggio’s work was much sought after and so impactful that many other artists adopted his mode of painting and proliferated the man’s revolutionary style throughout Europe. Caravaggio transformed the art world by insisting on naturalism; focusing on the protagonists by placing them closer to the viewer in dark, undefined spaces; and utilizing theatrical lighting. The stories in his works are told by the figures’ facial expressions and gesticulations. Most are crude types, dressed in tattered clothes and with dirty feet and fingernails—a grand departure from the elegant figures in luxurious costumes of the Renaissance and Mannerist works.


In the present volume, discussions on Caravaggio’s paintings and details of his life rely on information gleaned from his early biographers, particularly Giulio Mancini, Giovanni Baglione, and Giovan Pietro Bellori, as well as extant archival materials and notable scholarly studies on the master. The material is divided into four sections that examine the details of Caravaggio’s life and career as painter. First is the chronology, which is intended as a quick reference to the most salient events in the master’s life, including his activities in Rome, his travels through various cities in Southern Italy and Malta after leaving the papal city, and his artistic output in each region where he was active. The second section is the introduction, which discusses in narrative form Caravaggio’s biographical facts, artistic development, achievement of international fame, the patronage of his art, and his individual commissions. Section 3 provides entries arranged in alphabetical order. These deal with Caravaggio’s paintings in greater depth than in the introduction, his patrons and protectors, the innovative artistic techniques he introduced into the art world, and the many artists of the era who adopted his innovative style and helped spread Caravaggism throughout Europe. There are also entries on the major centers in which Caravaggio was active, and on notable historical figures, events, and associations that determined the artistic path he would take. The final section provides a comprehensive bibliography that includes primary and general sources on the artist and sources on some of his patrons and collectors, particular commissions, major events in his life, and the careers of his followers.


Readers should note that, in order to facilitate the rapid and efficient location of information and to make this book a useful reference tool, extensive cross-references have been provided in the entries section. Within individual entries, terms that have their own entries are in boldface type the first time that they appear. Related terms that do not appear in the entry are indicated by See also references. See references refer to other entries that relate to this topic.
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Chronology

1571 Caravaggio is born in Milan to Fermo di Bernardino Merisi and Lucia Aratori, probably on September 29, the Feast Day of St. Michael the Archangel.


1577 The plague hits Milan and rages until the following year. Caravaggio and his family return to their hometown of Caravaggio. Caravaggio’s father, Fermo; his paternal grand-parents; and his paternal uncle succumb to the plague. Lucia Aratori, Caravaggio’s mother, is given guardianship of her four children: the artist, Giovanni Battista, Caterina, and Giovan Pietro, who will die in 1588.


1584 Caravaggio begins his apprenticeship with Simone Peterzano on 6 April and will remain in his studio until 1588.


1589 Caravaggio sells a piece of land in the town of Caravaggio for 350 Imperial lire, with the option of repurchasing it for the same price after five years. Perhaps his purpose is to open his own studio or travel.


1590 Lucia Aratori, Caravaggio’s mother, dies. Caravaggio and his younger brother, Giovanni Battista, jointly sell more of the family’s landholdings.


1592 On 11 May Lucia Aratori’s three surviving children, including Caravaggio, divide the family holdings between them. Caravaggio receives mostly cash, which he likely uses to finance his travel to Rome. In ca. 1592–1593, Caravaggio and his brother Giovanni Battista. arrive in Rome. Giovanni Battista enters the Jesuit seminary. Biographical details regarding Caravaggio’s early years in Rome are conflicted. Giulio Mancini states that Caravaggio is about 20 years old when he leaves for the papal city, which would be his age in 1592. He also states that Caravaggio has to flee because he wounds a police agent. Giovan Pietro Bellori writes in the margin of his copy of Giovanni Baglione’s Lives that Caravaggio kills a companion and has to flee. According to Baglione, once in Rome, Caravaggio obtains work in the studio of Lorenzo Siciliano, who specializes in the rendering of heads. There, he paints three heads per day for little remuneration. Francesco Susinno reports that Caravaggio becomes friends with Mario Minniti at this time and the two live together for some time. Bellori states that at one point Caravaggio turns out many half-figures for Anteveduto Grammatica, who specializes in portraiture. Later Caravaggio enters into the service of Monsignor Pandolfo Pucci, copying devotional works that have not been traced. Pucci forces Caravaggio to carry out the most menial of tasks and feeds him only greens, for which the artist dubs him Monsignor Insalata. Caravaggio soon leaves Pucci’s household and enters into the service of the Cavaliere D’Arpino, presumably in the following year. There, his main task is to paint still-life elements. Caravaggio paints the Boy Peeling Fruit.


1593 Caravaggio begins work on his Boy with a Basket of Fruit and Boy with a Vase of Roses, completing them in the following year.


1594 Caravaggio paints his Bacchino Malato. It is assumed that the work coincides with an illness for which he is treated in the Ospedale della Consolazione in Rome, presumably malaria. However, Giulio Mancini indicates that instead Caravaggio is the victim of a horse kick. Mancini also states that it is around this time that Caravaggio goes to work for the Cavaliere D’Arpino. It is not clear whether he enters the cavaliere’s studio before or after his illness. In ca. 1594, Caravaggio renders his first version of his Fortune Teller. In ca. 1594–1595, Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte offers Caravaggio lodging in his palace and becomes one of his greatest patrons and protectors.


1595 Caravaggio paints his Concert of Youths. He begins work on his Boy Bitten by a Lizard, Cardsharps, and Bacchus, completing all three in 1596. He also renders his second version of the Fortune Teller and Lute Player, both of which he will complete in 1597. His Basket of Fruit is usually dated between ca. 1595 and 1601. In ca. 1595, he paints his Ecstasy of St. Francis and St. Francis in Meditation.


1596 Caravaggio begins work on the Rest on the Flight into Egypt and Repentant Magdalen. He will complete both in 1598. In ca. 1596, he paints the earlier version of his Medusa.


1597 Caravaggio is given lodging by Monsignor Fantino Petrignani. He paints the second version of his Medusa. In ca. 1597, he also paints Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto. This last he renders on the vault of the casino in the villa owned by Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte, now the Villa Ludovisi. The cardinal’s brother, Guidobaldo de Monte, a mathematician of note, is believed to have provided Caravaggio with guidance in rendering the accurate perspective since he is the author of the Perspectivae Libri VI, published two years later.


1598 Caravaggio paints his St. Catherine of Alexandria and begins work on his Judith Beheading Holofernes, which he will complete in the following year. Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte takes Caravaggio’s later version of the Medusa to Florence and presents it as a gift to Grand Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici. In ca. 1598, Caravaggio paints the Conversion of the Magdalen and begins the portrait of the Courtesan Phyllis, which he will complete in ca. 1599.


1599 Caravaggio receives the commission to decorate the Contarelli Chapel at San Luigi dei Francesi. He begins work on his Narcissus, which he will complete in the following year. The body of St. Lucy is recovered and rein-terred at Santa Cecilia in Trastevere. Stefano Maderno receives the commission to render a statue of the saint as she was found to be placed in the church’s altar. He will execute the statue in 1600, and his work will become the model for Caravaggio’s Burial of St. Lucy he will render in 1608.


1600 Caravaggio receives the commission to provide the lateral paintings in the Cerasi Chapel at Santa Maria del Popolo, and Anni-bale Carracci is tasked with rendering the altarpiece. In ca. 1600, Caravaggio renders his first version of the Supper at Emmaus and his David with the Head of Goliath, now in Madrid.


1601 Caravaggio begins work on his Amor Vincit Omnia and completes the lateral paintings in the Cerasi Chapel at Santa Maria del Popolo. He also begins rendering the Calling of Sts. Peter and Andrew. He receives the commission to paint the Death of the Virgin for Santa Maria della Scala in Trastevere, though he will not begin to execute the scene until ca. 1605–1606.


1602 Caravaggio completes work in the Contarelli Chapel at San Luigi dei Francesi and paints his Taking of Christ and the Capitoline St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness. He will begin work on the Entombment, which he will complete in 1604. The Pio Monte della Misericordia in Naples is established. Here, Caravaggio will paint the Seven Acts of Mercy in 1606. In ca. 1602, Caravaggio will begin work on his Christ Crowned with Thorns, now in Vienna, which he will complete in ca. 1604, and his Doubting Thomas, which he will finish in 1603.


1603 Baglione sues Caravaggio, Onorio Longhi, Orazio Gentileschi, and Filippo Trisegni for slander. Caravaggio paints the portrait of Maffeo Barberini. Gaspare Murtola composes a madrigal dedicated to Caravaggio’s Fortune Teller. It is not clear to which version of Caravaggio’s painting it is intended. Murtola publishes verses praising Caravaggio’s second version of his Medusa. In ca. 1603, Caravaggio renders his Still Life with Fruit on a Stone Ledge, the Sacrifice of Isaac, and St. Francis in Meditation, this last for the Church of Santa Maria della Consolazione.


1604 Caravaggio paints the St. John the Baptist, currently in the Galleria Nazionale D’Arte Antica, and the David with the Head of Goliath, now in Vienna. He begins work on the Madonna di Loreto, completing it in 1606. In ca. 1604, he works on his Christ on the Mount of Olives (destroyed), the Nelson-Atkins St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness, and Ecce Homo. He will complete this last painting in ca. 1606. On 24–25 April, a server who works in the Albergo del Moro brings a complaint against Caravaggio for throwing a plate of artichokes at him and then threatening him with a sword. On 20 October and 18 November, Caravaggio is arrested for further conflicts.


1605 On 28 May, Caravaggio is arrested for carrying a weapon without a license. On 20 July, he is jailed for insulting a woman named Laura and her daughter Isabella. On 29 July, he is accused of injuring the notary Mariano Pasqualoni on the back of the head due to an argument over a woman named Lena, described in the documents as “Michelangelo’s girl.” In early August, he flees to Genoa to avoid prosecution. He returns to Rome on 26 August. On 1 September, Prudenzia Bruna, who rents a house to Caravaggio, files a complaint against him for throwing stones at her window after she has his possessions confiscated for not paying rent. On 24 October, Caravag-gio is wounded in the throat and left ear, and claims he fell on a sword. The assailant is not identified. He begins work on the Madonna dei Palafrenieri, St. Jerome Writing, and Madonna of the Rosary. He will complete the first two in 1606 and the third in 1607. In ca. 1605, he will begin work on the Death of the Virgin, St. Jerome in Meditation, and the Portrait of Paul V, all of which he will complete in ca. 1606. Also in ca. 1605, he will execute the Rivarolo version of his Christ Crowned with Thorns and the Prato Crowning with Thorns.


1606 Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin is rejected. Peter Paul Rubens, who is in Italy working for Vincenzo Gonzaga, persuades his patron to purchase the painting. On 28 May, Caravaggio murders Ranuccio Tomassoni di Terni over a tennis wager. He is badly wounded in the head and flees to the outskirts of Rome, where he seeks refuge in the estates of his protectors, the Colonna, in Paliano, Palestrina, and Zagarolo. In Zagarolo, he is hosted by Marzio Colonna, who commissions the second version of Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus. According to Giulio Mancini, Caravaggio paints his St. Mary Magdalen in Ecstasy during his exile in the Colonna dominion. Caravaggio goes to Naples, where he remains until 1607. There he paints the Seven Acts of Mercy and the Flagellation. He will complete this last painting during the following year. In ca. 1606, he renders his St. Francis in Prayer.


1607 At Peter Paul Rubens’s advice, Vincenzo Gonzaga purchases Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin. Before dispatching it to Mantua, he allows the painting to be exhibited publicly in Rome for a week. Cardinal Scipione Borghese seizes the collection of the Cavaliere D’Arpino, which includes Caravaggio’s Bacchino Malato, Boy with a Basket of Fruit, and Boy Bitten by a Lizard. Caravaggio paints the Crucifixion of St. Andrew. In ca. 1607, he renders his Salome with the Head of St. John the Baptist, which he sends to the Grand Master of the Order of Hospitallers of St. John, Alof de Wignacourt, in Malta from Naples in the hopes of currying his favor. On 13 July, Caravaggio goes to Malta, and there he renders the Portrait of Alof de Wignacourt with a Page, the Portrait of Fra Antonio Martelli with a Sword and Rosary Beads, and St. Jerome Writing, all of which he will complete in 1608.


1608 Caravaggio paints the Beheading of St. John the Baptist for the Oratory of St. John in Valletta. On 14 July, Alof de Wigna-court honors Caravaggio with the knighthood of the Order of Obedience. Caravaggio paints the Sleeping Cupid. In 1608–1609, he also paints the Annunciation. In ca. 1608, he renders his St. John at the Spring. On 18 August, Caravaggio is involved in a scuffle with Hospitallers and is arrested a few days later. On 6 October, he escapes from the Sant’Angelo Prison in Malta, probably with some assistance, and goes to Syracuse, where he paints the Burial of St. Lucy. On 1 December, his knighthood is revoked by the Hospitallers in front of his Beheading of St. John the Baptist. In the winter of 1608–1609, he moves to Messina.


1609 In Messina, Caravaggio paints the Adoration of the Shepherds, Raising of Lazarus, and Adoration of the Shepherds with Sts. Lawrence and Francis, the latter intended for the Oratory of San Lorenzo in Palermo. He spends time in Palermo in August or September fulfilling the commission. Francesco Susinno indicates that the reason why Caravaggio goes to Palermo is because he injures a school teacher who objects to his advances toward his young male students. The Madrid version of Salome with the Head of St. John the Baptist is believed to have been rendered by Caravaggio in ca. 1609. On 24 October, Caravaggio goes back to Naples, where he will remain until the following year. He is attacked in a tavern called Osteria del Cerriglio and cut in the face, perhaps to avenge the death of Ranuccio Tomassoni di Terni.


1610 In Naples, Caravaggio paints the Borghese David with the Head of Goliath, the Denial of St. Peter, the Martyrdom of St. Ursula, and the Borghese St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness. Cardinal Ferdinando Gonzaga of Mantua petitions Pope Paul V to pardon Caravaggio. The pope agrees and summons Caravaggio to Rome. Upon landing in the southern border of Tuscany, Caravaggio is mistaken for someone else and imprisoned for two days. In jail, he catches a fever, and on 18 July, he dies at Porto Ercole.






Introduction

Caravaggio is one of the most revolutionary artists to have existed in history. He introduced an innovative style of painting that altered the course of art not only in Italy but also the rest of Europe. His insistence on naturalism, his inclusion of contemporary life in his scenes, the rhetorical gestures of his figures, their close proximity to viewers, and the heavy contrasts of light and dark resulted in visually striking images that were soon imitated by his contemporaries. Artists from different regions of Italy and various parts of Europe came to Rome, where Caravaggio was active for over a decade, and soon adopted his mode of painting. Though some eventually abandoned the style in favor of a more classicist approach, many more continued painting in the Caravaggist mode, especially in European nations other than Italy.


Unfortunately, though Caravaggio had a remarkable career and single-handedly revolutionized art in Europe, in the 18th and 19th centuries he fell in disfavor. In the mid–18th century, the German painter Anton Raphael Mengs deemed Caravaggio’s disegno “defective,” adding that his works and those of his followers “make a strong impression on the senses but nothing on the spirit.” In 1789, the Italian historian Luigi Lanzi followed with the statement that Caravaggio’s figures “are remarkable only for their vulgarity,” and in the mid–nineteenth century, the English art critic John Ruskin placed Caravaggio among “the worshipers of the depraved … [he] fed upon horror and ugliness, and filthiness of sin.”


It was not until the early years of the twentieth century that Caravaggio was finally given proper recognition. In 1905, Roger Fry declared the master to be the first true modern artist, “the first to proceed not by evolution but by revolution, the first to rely entirely on his temperamental attitude and to defy tradition and authority.” In the following year, Wolfgang Kallab began a thorough assessment of Caravaggio’s art, followed by other art historians, among them the two well-known specialists, Roberto Longhi and Lionello Venturi.


In 1922, some of Caravaggio’s works were exhibited in the Palazzo Pitti in Florence, alongside the art of other masters of the 17th and 18th centuries. However, it was not until 1951 that a major exhibition of the works of the painter and his followers was organized, titled Mostra del Caravaggio e dei Caravaggeschi, curated by Longhi. This took place in the Palazzo Reale in Milan and prompted the publication of a large number of writings on the artist that finally gave him his proper place in the history of art.


Caravaggio continues to fascinate scholars not only because of his prodigious talent, but also his violent temperament. Innumerable scholarly and nonscholarly writings on the artist have been published in the past few years, including psychoanalytical studies of his pathological personality and gay studies that examine his sexuality and its manifestation in his art.



EARLY YEARS

Caravaggio’s given name was Michelangelo Merisi. He became known as “Caravaggio,” as that is the name of his family’s hometown. He was born in 1571, probably on 29 September, the day of the Feast Day of Michael the Archangel, his namesaint. His father, Fermo di Bernardino Merisi, was the son of a vintner and wine merchant. He served as the household administrator to Francesco I Sforza, marquis of Caravaggio, and perhaps also as his architect. In fact, Fermo seems to have belonged to a family of architects, as indicated by the fact that a man named Giulio Merisi da Caravaggio, a follower of the Sangallo brothers, is documented in the mid–16th century as the architect of the Palazzo Capodiferro-Spada in Rome. Furthermore, Fermo’s brother Bartolomeo was charged, along with Fermo Degano, with the rebuilding of the sanctuary of Santa Maria della Fonte in Caravaggio, under the direction of Pellegrino Tibaldi. Santa Maria della Fonte is a popular pilgrimage site where, on 26 May 1432, the Virgin supposedly appeared to Giannetta Varoli, requesting that the townsfolk fast on Fridays and celebrate Saturdays after vespers. Charles Borromeo, who was the archbishop of Milan, gave Tibaldi the commission to renovate the sanctuary in 1571, assisted by Fermo’s brother and Degano. This was the same year when Fermo, who was a widower, married Caravaggio’s mother, Lucia Aratori, the wedding attended by his employer, Francesco I, who acted as the couple’s witness. This means that the family had a certain degree of social clout.


Lucia’s father, Giovan Giacomo Aratori, was also a respectable individual. He was a valuable member of the Caravaggio community and an important figure in the town’s political and religious fabric. He was a member of the College of Land Surveyors of Caravaggio and served as the town’s alderman and treasurer. He was also the honorary administrator of the Congregation of Santa Maria della Fonte. Lucia’s sister, Margherita Aratori, was the wet nurse to the children of Francesco I and his wife, Costanza Colonna. The close associations among the Merisi, Sforza, and Colonna would prove useful to Caravaggio. Costanza in particular would provide support and protection to the artist throughout his career.


Fermo had two daughters from his first marriage, born in 1565 and 1567, respectively. With Lucia, he produced four more children: our Caravaggio the painter (b. 1571), Giovan Battista (b. 1572), Caterina (b. 1574), and Giovan Pietro, who died in 1588 as a young boy. Though Fermo and Lucia were natives of Caravaggio, the family lived in Milan most of the time, where Francesco I held his court. But when the plague raged in the city from 1577 until 1578, they returned to their hometown. In spite of this, Fermo, his parents, and brother succumbed to the plague, leaving Lucia to care for her young children on her own. On 6 April 1584, she sent Caravaggio, who was then twelve years old, to apprentice with the Milanese master, Simone Peterzano, who had been trained by Titian. In 1590, the 40-year-old Lucia died. Left with debts, her children were forced to sell off some of the family’s properties. Then, on 11 May 1592, they divided the rest of the family holdings between them. Caravaggio received mostly cash, which he likely used to finance his travel to Rome. He was accompanied by his brother, Giovanni Battista, who entered the Jesuit seminary upon arrival in the papal city.





CARAVAGGIO’S ARTISTIC CAREER IN ROME

Information regarding Caravaggio’s activities in Rome stems mainly from his contemporaneous biographers Giulio Mancini, Giovanni Baglione, Giovan Pietro Bellori, and Francesco Susinno. Unfortunately, biographical details regarding Caravaggio’s early years in the city are conflicted. Mancini states that Caravaggio was about 20 years old when he went to Rome, which would indicate that he indeed arrived sometime around 1592. He adds that Caravaggio had to flee Milan for having wounded a police agent. But Bellori scribbled in the margin of his copy of Baglione’s Lives, which he used as a source in writing his own biography of Caravaggio, that instead the artist had to flee Milan because he had killed “a companion.”


Baglione states that in Rome Caravaggio first worked in the studio of Lorenzo Siciliano, who specialized in the rendering of heads. There, he painted three heads per day for little remuneration. According to Susinno, it was then that Caravaggio became friends with Mario Minniti, and the two lived together for some time. Minniti would prove useful to Caravaggio years later in obtaining an important commission in Syracuse, Sicily. Bellori states that at one point Caravaggio rendered many half-figures for Anteveduto Grammatica, who specialized in portraiture. After that, he entered into the service of Monsignor Pandolfo Pucci, copying devotional images.


Pucci was an erudite individual with a distinguished ecclesiastic career. He had served for ten years as secretary of the Ospedale di Santo Spirito when, in 1570, he was appointed the hospital’s general notary. In 1576, he became a beneficiary of St. Peter’s and, in 1604, he was granted the archbishop-ric of Loreto. It was perhaps the Colonna who arranged for Caravaggio to enter the monsignor’s household. Aside from the ties between the Merisi and Colonna, there was also a connection between the Colonna and Pucci. The monsignor had run the household of Camilla Peretti as her maestro di casa since ca. 1588. She was the sister of the now defunct Pope Sixtus V and was then living in a wing in the Colonna Palace. Indeed, the Peretti and Colonna were very closely allied.


Pucci was not kind to Caravaggio. He forced him to carry out the most menial of tasks and fed him only greens, for which the artist dubbed him Monsignor Insalata. According to Mancini, Caravaggio painted the Boy Peeling Fruit (ca. 1592–1593; Florence, Fondazione Roberto Longhi), his earliest surviving work, while in Pucci’s household. Mancini also placed Caravaggio’s rendering of the Boy Bitten by a Lizard (1595–1596; London, National Gallery) during his tenure in Pucci’s home. Stylistically, however, the painting belongs to a later date.


As all of Caravaggio’s biographers state, when the artist left Pucci’s household, he entered into the service of the Cavaliere D’Arpino, who tasked him with painting still-life elements. This presumably took place in 1593. D’Arpino was a Mannerist painter and a favorite of Clement VIII. He had also worked for two of the pope’s predecessors, Gregory XIII and Sixtus V. Caravaggio would have assisted D’Arpino on the number of fresco commissions he was then receiving, including the vault of the Contarelli Chapel at San Luigi dei Francesi, for which the younger master would later produce the altarpiece and lateral paintings.


While in D’Arpino’s studio, Caravaggio rendered the Boy with a Basket of Fruit (1593–1594; Rome, Galleria Borghese), Boy with a Vase of Roses (original ca. 1593, ruined by excessive painting; 18th-century copy in the Atlanta High Museum), and Bacchino Malato (1594; Rome, Galleria Borghese). These were all in D’Arpino’s possession in 1607, when Cardinal Scipione Borghese, the grand penitentiary of Rome, accused him of carrying illegal weapons and sentenced him to death. The sentence was commuted when D’Arpino agreed to pay a hefty fine and turn over his art collection to the Apostolic Chamber—a collection that eventually ended up in Cardinal Borghese’s possession. It is not clear if D’Arpino purchased the paintings or whether Caravaggio rendered them as part of his employment contract. Among the confiscated works was a version of the Boy Peeling Fruit, which is known to have been copied on numerous occasions.


These paintings were highly innovative in that instead of emphasizing elegance and grace, as was customary among Renaissance and Mannerist painters, Caravaggio presented common types in half-format, pushed close to the foreground, and occupying a dark, undefined space.


Certainly, Caravaggio had seen works in Milan by Leonardo da Vinci’s followers and others with some of these features, for example the Girl with Cherries (ca. 1491–1495; New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art) attributed to either Giovanni Ambrogio de Predis or Marco d’Oggiono, both associated with Leonardo da Vinci. However, Caravaggio transformed these sorts of images, which usually allude to a woman’s status as bride, into a scene of male seduction. In most of these paintings, the figure’s right shoulder is revealed by fallen drapery, an indication of sexual intimation. The fruits and flowers, which are as lush as the figures’ parted lips, their flushed cheeks, or tilt of the head, add to the works’ sexual implications. The artist’s palette is also lush, recalling that of the Venetian masters. It is possible, in fact, that Caravaggio visited Venice prior to his arrival in Rome, as Bellori informs, and there he would have seen the works of Giorgione, Titian, and Tintoretto.


These images have underlying metaphorical meanings. Through D’Arpino, Caravaggio came into contact with the Accademia degli Insensati, originally a Perugian literary academy established in 1561. The Roman members held their meetings in the home of Maffeo Barberini, the cardinal and poet who in 1623 would ascend the papal throne as Urban VIII. The group included the poets Torquato Tasso, Giovanni Battista Lauri, Aurelio Orsi, Giambattista Marino, and Gaspare Murtola. These men were concettisti whose interests lay in elaborate metaphorical conceits. Some of these individuals composed verses in honor of Caravaggio’s early Roman paintings, extolling their realist nature and revealing their hidden moralizing themes.


These types of images had ancient precedents, which Caravaggio likely knew. In his Natural History, Pliny the Elder spoke of Piraikos, famous for his depictions of crude types and still-life elements. More importantly, Pliny described a painting by Zeuxis of a boy carrying grapes rendered with such realism that actual birds tried to peck at the fruits. When Zeuxis witnessed this, he grew angry as he believed that, if he had rendered the boy with equal vividness, the birds would have been too scared to approach the painting. By rendering images of boys with fruits and flowers, Caravaggio was placing himself in this long and noble artistic tradition. But more than this, he perhaps was intimating that he had surpassed his ancient predecessors by rendering the young males even more vividly.


Mancini indicated that Caravaggio only remained in D’Arpino’s workshop for eight months, his departure due to a protracted stay at the Ospedale della Consolazione while recovering from a horse’s kick in the knee. Caravaggio is believed to have painted the Bacchino Malato at this time. The title was coined by Longhi in reference to the figure’s sickly complexion, which may reflect Caravaggio’s own health issues at the time. In spite of his condition, Bacchus is as sensuous as the other boys sporting flowers and fruits. His pose, bare shoulder, slightly parted lips, and alluring gaze suggest erotic beckoning. He holds a bunch of grapes in both hands, raising them to his mouth, while red grapes and two peaches sit at the right corner of the table in what can only be qualified as a phallic arrangement. This is echoed by the tie of his sash, which is draped over the table.


Here again, the interests of the Accademia degli Insensati seem to have come into play. Caravaggio may have availed himself of Andrea Alciato’s Liber Emblemata, a source of inspiration for the Insensati, as denoted by the fact that Bacchus wears an ivy wreath and not the customary crown of grape leaves. In the Emblemata, the ivy is the plant Bacchus gave to the satyr Cissus (or Kissos in Greek mythology, which is the Greek word for ivy). Alciati indicates that from ivy are “shaped garlands to crown the poets’ temples—poets become pale from their exertions, though their fame flourishes for a long time.” This would explain Bacchus’s pale complexion in Caravaggio’s painting.


When Caravaggio finally left the hospital, he tried to break out on his own. In ca. 1594–1595, he came into contact with Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte, who would become one of his most notable patrons and protectors in Rome. A native of Venice, educated in the court of Urbino, and distantly related to the French royal House of Bourbon, del Monte arrived in Rome in the 1570s and, in 1581, he entered into the service of the Florentine Cardinal Ferdinando de’ Medici. When Ferdinando was called back to Florence to assume the post of Grand Duke of Tuscany, he helped del Monte obtain the cardinalate (1588) from Pope Sixtus V and appointed him his representative in the papal court. After the appointment, del Monte moved into the Palazzo Madama, where he dedicated much of his time to intellectual and artistic pursuits.


Baglione says that Caravaggio came to del Monte’s attention when the art dealer Maestro Valentino sold to him some of the artist’s paintings. Before this, Caravaggio was living in poverty. Bellori adds that the cardinal purchased Caravaggio’s Cardsharps (1595–1596; Fort Worth, Kimbell Museum of Art) and, “being a great lover of painting, rescued him, giving the artist an honored place in his household.”


In the Cardsharps, three men are seen playing a game of cards called primero, an early version of poker. The young man, perhaps a mercenary soldier, is being swindled by two seedy characters. The one in the center indicates with a hand gesture which cards are held by the dupe, while his partner in crime pulls a card from his trousers. A Turkish carpet covers the table and a backgammon game board, jutting into the viewer’s space, and dice shaker are included on the left. The open space at the table casts the viewer as a participant in the swindle. The characters may have been inspired by the Commedia dell’Arte, an Italian form of theater popular during the 16th century in which deceit during games of chance were often portrayed.


This was a novel subject in art at the time. Figures playing cards had been depicted earlier, especially in the Netherlands, but mainly as derivatives of the story of the Prodigal Son who squanders his fortune on gambling, drinking, and women. Caravaggio’s fellow Lombards Giulio Campi (1530s; Turin, Museo Civico) and Sofonisba Anguissola (1555; Poznan, Muzeum Narodowe) rendered images of Chess Players that, like the Cardsharps, show individuals in half-length around a table playing a game, while one or more standing figures witness. Cheating, however, is not the theme in any of these images.


Caravaggio’s Fortune Teller (ca. 1594; Rome, Museo Capitolino) may have been a pendant to the Cardsharps. With these paintings Caravaggio established a new trend of depicting cheats and gypsies, which many of his followers adopted, including the French Georges de la Tour and Valentin de Boulogne, the Dutch Gerrit van Honthorst, and the Italian Bartolomeo Manfredi.


Del Monte also owned Caravaggio’s Bacchus (1595–1596; Florence, Uffizi), Concert of Youths (1595; New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art), Basket of Fruit (ca. 1595–1600; Milan, Pinacoteca Ambrosiana), and St. Catherine of Alexandria (1598; Madrid, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza). The Bacchus pre-sents an uncharacteristic rendition of the god of wine. Instead of a classicized figure, he is a stocky individual with dirty fingernails and cheeks flushed from drinking. He is, however, dressed all’antica and reclines on a triclinium couch, a type used by the ancient Romans for dining and conversation. Like the mythological god, the fruits in front are shown with imperfections. They are in various states of ripeness, some blemished and about to rot to denote the fleeting nature of youth and life.


Caravaggio’s friend, Minniti, is believed to have been the model for the figure. He offers a glass of wine to the viewer while about to open his robe, which has already fallen off his right shoulder. The disrobing was not unusual in paintings depicting female deities, such as Flora, as the examples by Titian of ca. 1515 in the Uffizi or by Francesco Melzi, Leonardo’s pupil, of ca. 1510–1515 in the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg show. It was, however, new to male figures.


Caravaggio’s Concert of Youths also draws from Northern Italian depictions, in this case of female musicians in contemporary garb rendered by the likes of Lorenzo Lotto and Palma Vecchio. The Concert, by the Lombard Callisto Piazza da Lodi (1528–1530; Philadelphia Museum of Art), may be a direct source for Caravaggio’s painting in that it features a contemporary company, here of both male and female musicians. Caravaggio again updated the theme by using three young men dressed all’antica preparing to give a concert. One male tunes his lute, another examines the score he will be singing, and a third holds his wind instrument and stares intently at the viewer. Minniti may have posed for the lute-nist and Caravaggio is believed to be the youth with the wind instrument. The winged figure to the left is Cupid plucking pieces from a bunch of grapes. This is a direct reference to Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia, another emblematic source, in which music, like wine, is declared to have been invented to enliven the spirit. The music sheet and violin in the foreground are there to invite the viewer to join the young men in their activity. Musical instruments are a symbol of love and also of harmony. This, coupled by the erotic appearance of the partially clad figures, enhances the theme of amorous enticement that permeates the painting. That the lutenist’s eyes are welling up with tears may denote that music here was meant as a remedy for unrequited love.


The Basket of Fruit ended up in Archbishop Borromeo’s possession, perhaps as a gift from Cardinal del Monte. The two men were neighbors in Rome. Borromeo had a particular affinity for still-life painting, which was particularly popular in Lombardy, and also for botany in general. He was, in fact, the author of a manuscript describing 25 rare flowers cultivated in the Medici gardens in Florence.


Still-life paintings were then considered a lesser genre than histories and portraits, but Caravaggio granted his image a monumental quality by rendering it from a low viewpoint and placing it against an undefined background. He added a sense of tension and imbalance by positioning the basket over the table’s edge. Here again, Caravaggio was invoking Piraikos and Zeuxis discussed by Pliny, and also Vitruvius, who wrote about xenia or still lifes with fruits, vegetables, and flowers that decorated aristocratic homes. Furthermore, Philostratus in the Imagines described a painting he saw in Naples depicting a woven basket filled with similar fruits and vines as Caravaggio’s basket. It seems that Caravaggio was again demonstrating his erudition and wish to place himself at the same level as or higher than his ancient predecessors.


St. Catherine of Alexandria is among the earliest religious paintings Caravaggio rendered. She is shown with the instruments of her martyrdom, which are the spiked wheel of her torture and the sword of her decapitation. St. Catherine was the saint who denounced Emperor Maxentius for his persecution of Christians and debated his philosophers on the existence of God and his Incarnation, managing to convert them, Maxentius’s army commander, soldiers, and wife Faustina to Christianity. Caravaggio painted the woman as a heroic figure gazing self-assuredly at the viewer. She leans on the broken wheel, holds the sword, and at her feet is the palm of martyrdom, the promise of reward for those who choose to die for the faith. The crimson brocaded cushion references her royal lineage, as she was related to Emperor Constantine the Great. The sword and palm form a cross to indicate unequivocally that the saint’s martyrdom was due to her refusal to renounce her Christian faith. Caravaggio’s model may have been the courtesan Fillide Melandroni, who is known to have frequented the same circles as the master and several times posed as his model.


In ca. 1597, Cardinal del Monte commissioned Caravaggio to paint Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto on the vault of the casino in his villa near the Porta Pinciana, now called the Villa Ludovisi. The room was used by the cardinal as an alchemical laboratory and therefore speaks of the alchemical practice. In Early Modern alchemical treatises, Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto represent the triad of sulfur/Air/gas, mercury/Water/liquid, and salt/Earth/solid, respectively. They, therefore, embody the substances used in the transmutation processes, and also three of the four elements and the three states of matter. Hence, the scene is an allegorical representation of alchemical practice, which alchemists called the Great Work. In the center of Caravaggio’s image is a circular rendition of the cosmos showing the propitious positions of the stars for the Great Work. Jupiter hovers in the clouds along with an eagle, his usual attribute, and rotates the cosmos to ensure that these proper conditions are achieved. Neptune and Pluto stand on the opposite side. The sea god holds his tri-dent and is accompanied by a hippocampus, while Pluto, the god of the Underworld, has at his feet Cerberus, his three-headed dog, who guards the gates to his dominion.


The work was rendered on a dry plaster ceiling with oil pigments, as perhaps chosen by Caravaggio’s patron. Leonardo had used a similar technique to render his Last Supper (1495–1498; Milan, Santa Maria delle Grazie), which proved disastrous since the paint began to flake almost immediately. As an alchemist, it is possible that the cardinal wished to refine Leonardo’s experiment with a different oil medium in order to achieve a more resilient result. Indeed, save for a few signs of deterioration, Caravaggio’s painting has endured the test of time.


Though Caravaggio was reproached for not understanding perspective, his figures in this commission are convincingly rendered and foreshortened so as to appear to be standing directly above the viewer. It is possible that del Monte’s brother Guidobaldo, who was a noted mathematician and the author of an influential treatise on perspective titled Perspectivae Libri VI, guided Caravaggio on the technique.


In 1597, Caravaggio moved into the home of Monsignor Fantino Petrignani. While in the studio of the Cavaliere D’Arpino, Caravaggio had forged a friendship with a fellow student, Prospero Orsi. Orsi was well connected and lived only a few doors down from the monsignor, and it was through his intervention that Caravaggio was able to obtain lodging in the man’s home. Mancini informs that Caravaggio painted the Repentant Magdalen (1597–1598; Rome, Galleria Doria-Pamphili), the Rest on the Flight into Egypt (1596–1598; Rome, Galleria Doria-Pamphili), a second Fortune Teller (ca. 1595–1597; Paris, Louvre Museum), and an untraced St. John the Baptist while living in the monsignor’s home.


The Repentant Magdalen presents the saint seated on a low chair with her head lowered and her arms in a cradling gesture. A tear runs down her cheek. This is an unusual representation in that normally the Magdalen is shown in the wilderness gazing at a skull as she contemplates. Here, the skull was omitted and she instead occupies a sparse interior space. Also, traditionally, she was rendered as a sensuous nude figure with her long tresses partially covering her body. Here, she is dressed in contemporary garb and sensuousness is lacking. The ointment jar, her usual attribute, is on the floor in the right foreground and broken jewels she has clearly torn off her neck and ears are strewn about to indicate that she is renouncing all vanities as she repents for her sins. Inter-estingly, Bellori, who disliked Caravaggio’s emphasis on naturalism, used this painting to criticize the master’s methods. He believed that Caravaggio had turned an inconsequential portrait study of a female “drying her hair” into a religious work by simply adding a few iconographic elements.


The Rest on the Flight into Egypt is a biblical story. When the Three Magi came to Herod the Great, king of Judea, to inquire about the newborn King of the Jews, Herod felt his position of power threatened. He therefore ordered the killing of all the male children under the age of two who lived in his kingdom. An angel warned St. Joseph of the impending danger and instructed him to take the Virgin and Christ Child to safety in Egypt. In Caravaggio’s painting the Holy Family rests during their travels. An angel plays the violin to soothe the child into sleep, as St. Joseph holds the musical score for him to follow.





OTHER PATRONS IN ROME

During these years, Caravaggio obtained commissions from patrons other than Monsignor Pucci, Cardinal del Monte, and Monsignor Petrignani, specifically Ottavio Costa and Marchese Vincenzo Giustiniani. Costa, who was count of Conscente, was a successful banker who served as depositary general of the Apostolic Chamber, a charge that came with generous financial benefits. These circumstances allowed him to purchase a number of properties in Rome and amass a vast art collection. For Costa, Caravaggio painted the Ecstasy of St. Francis (ca. 1595; Hartford, Wadsworth Atheneum), Conversion of the Magdalen (ca. 1598; Detroit Institute of Arts), and Judith Beheading Holofernes (1598–1599; Rome, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica).


Caravaggio painted the Ecstasy of St. Francis while living in Cardinal del Monte’s household. The moment depicted is when, in 1224, while praying in Mount Alverna, a six-winged seraph supporting the crucified Christ appeared to the saint and he received the stigmata (the wounds of Christ). An angel supports him as he experiences the mystical experience. Interestingly, however, neither the wounds of the stigmata on his hands and feet nor the apparition are included. Only the wound on his side is seen, indicating that this is a transitory moment. The saint is in the process of receiving the wounds of Christ. Here, again, Caravaggio broke with tradition. Usually the saint was shown standing with arms outstretched at daytime in a fully developed setting. Caravaggio instead looked to images of the Pietà, when the dead body of Christ is supported by angels or the Virgin. His choice was to show St. Francis as a Christlike figure who experiences the same suffering as did the Savior during the Crucifixion.


Caravaggio’s Conversion of the Magdalen was likely based on a painting of the same subject in del Monte’s collection, then thought to be by Leonardo, but now known to have been executed by his follower, Bernardino Luini (Allegory of Modesty and Vanity, ca. 1520; San Diego Museum of Art). Following Luini, Caravaggio depicted Martha reproaching her sister for her vanity, which ultimately led to the conversion. Like Luini, he shows the two sisters as half-figures at a table, against a dark background. Martha is dressed in modest garb, and Mary Magdalen in satin and velvet draperies with gold embroidery. A comb with broken teeth and a jar with a sponzarol (a sponge used to apply makeup) are the symbols of vanity included on the table. Caravaggio chose the precise moment when Mary Magdalen decides to abandon her life of sin to follow Christ. He also added the convex mirror upon which the Magdalen rests her left arm. Martha enumerates with her fingers the miracles effected by Christ. The orange blossom sprig the Magdalen brings to her chest is a symbol of marriage and is included to indicate that she has decided to become the “sponsa Christi” or “bride of Christ.” The light that enters the room diagonally from the left and reflects onto the convex mirror is the light of her spiritual awakening. The model for the Magdalen is once again believed to be the courtesan Fillide Melandroni.


The story portrayed in Judith Beheading Holofernes is from the Apocryphal Book of Judith. Holofernes was the Assyrian general who was sent by King Nebuchadnezzar to seize the Jewish city of Bethulia. He and his army surrounded Bethulia and cut off its water supply. The Israelites were saved when the noble widow Judith entered Holofernes’s camp on the pretext that she was bringing useful information. Captivated by her beauty, Holofernes asked her to dine with him, to which she agreed. Repeatedly filling his wine glass until he fell into a stupor, she beheaded him with the help of her servant Abra.


Caravaggio presented the moment of Holofernes’s death in all its gore. Blood spurts out of his severed neck and his mouth is opened to let out a scream. The image proved to be too graphic for Annibale Carracci, who was Caravaggio’s artistic competitor. When Annibale was asked to comment on Caravaggio’s painting, he stated: “What can I say. It’s too natural” (“troppo naturale”). Caravaggio’s painting became one of his most influential works. Many of his followers tackled the subject, among them Johann Liss, Artemisia Gentileschi, Francesco Guarino, Bernardo Cavallino, and Fede Galizia.


Like del Monte and Costa, Marchese Giustiniani was Caravaggio’s ardent supporter. He was an art collector, connoisseur, and critic of Genoese descent whose father, Giuseppe Giustiniani, had been the sovereign of Chios until 1566, when the island was taken by the Turks. In that year, Giuseppe took his family to Rome, becoming a banker and establishing the family palace across the street from the Church of San Luigi dei Francesi, where Caravaggio would later provide three paintings for the Contarelli Chapel (1599–1600, 1602). Vincenzo followed in his father’s footsteps, taking up banking as his profession and eventually becoming treasurer to the papacy—a lucrative and prestigious position.


Giustiniani commissioned from Caravaggio the Amor Vincit Omnia (1601–1602; Berlin, Gemäldegalerie) and, in the following year, he purchased the rejected version of Caravaggio’s St. Matthew and the Angel (1602; destroyed in 1945), painted for the Contarelli Chapel. A few years later, Vincenzo would act as arbiter in assigning the final payment for Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin (ca. 1605–1606; Paris, Louvre). In his collection was Caravaggio’s Doubting Thomas (ca. 1602–1603; Potsdam, Sanssouci Palace), Christ Crowned with Thorns (ca. 1602–1604; Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), and Christ on the Mount of Olives (ca. 1604; destroyed).


The Amor Vincit Omnia was Giustiniani’s most prized possession. Its title is derived from a line in Virgil’s Eclogues (X, 69) that reads, Omnia vincit amor et nos cedamus amori (“Love conquers all; let us also yield to love”). The work features a nude adolescent Cupid in a suggestive pose, mischievously grinning at the viewer. At his feet are the instruments of geometry, architecture, astronomy, music, literature, military might, and rulership that denote the power of love over all, including reason. These objects celebrate Giustiniani, who wrote treatises on some of the fields these objects represent, which would mean that he also conquers everything. The crown and scepter, which are less prominent, reference the Giustiniani family’s dominion of Chios until 1566.


Caravaggio borrowed Cupid’s pose from Michelangelo’s St. Bartholomew in the Last Judgment (1536–1541; Vatican, Sistine Chapel), as well as the sculptor’s Victory (ca. 1527; Florence, Palazzo della Signoria), perhaps to mock the Renaissance master’s high-minded art and his sublimation of homosexuality to justify his preference for the male nude form. That the boy unabashedly exposes his genitals and even points to them with his arrows and the tip of his left wing was meant to shock audiences, leaving little doubt that it was intended as a homoerotic and pederastic image. This painting inspired madrigals, in this case composed by a member of the Accademia degli Insensati, Gaspare Murtola. Art collector and jurist Marsio Milesi wrote a poem about the painting in Latin, the first to connect it to Virgil’s eclogue.


Baglione, who was also a painter, rendered his Divine Love (ca. 1603; Rome, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica) in response to Caravaggio’s Amore Vincit Omnia and dedicated it to Marchese Giustiniani’s brother, Benedetto. It was received with less enthusiasm than Caravaggio’s painting, but nevertheless earned Baglione a gold chain from his dedicatee. Bartolomeo Manfredi’s Cupid Punished by Mars (1605–1610; Chicago, Art Institute) is also a response to Caravaggio’s painting.


In the Doubting Thomas, Christ grabs the hand of the astonished St. Thomas and directs the man’s index finger into the side wound inflicted upon him by St. Longinus with his lance during the Crucifixion. Two other of Christ’s disciples witness the event. The figures are in half-length, their heads in a rhomboidal arrangement. The background is dark and undefined. While Christ is a classicized figure, the Apostles are common types. St. Thomas’s garment is torn at the sleeve, a tear that echoes the shape of the wound in Christ’s side. Thomas’s rough hands with dirty finger-nails are those of a worker, while Christ’s are delicate and unsoiled. These contrasts are to indicate that the Resurrected Christ now belongs to a different realm than that of the Apostles.


Bellori states that the Christ Crowned with Thorns was indeed painted for Giustiniani, though some scholars reject the attribution to Caravaggio and instead consider it to be a Neapolitan rendition, possibly by Battistello Caracciolo. Others see it is a copy of an original by Caravaggio. The subject of the work is from the Gospels (Matthew 27: 27–31, Mark 15: 16–20, and John 19: 1–16). After Christ was arrested and interrogated by Caiaphas, he was taken to the Praetorium, where Pontius Pilate’s soldiers stripped him of his clothes and wrapped him in a scarlet robe, a symbol of royalty. They also crowned him with thorns and gave him a rod as a mock scepter. After uttering “Hail, King of the Jews,” they spat on him and struck him with the rod. In the painting, Christ passively accepts his fate, as his tormentors brutally force the crown of thorns onto his head with sticks. While he is rendered as a sensuous, classicized figure, his tormentors are crude individuals with dirty fingernails and messy garments. Their commander is dressed in highlighted armor and plumed hat, seemingly oblivious to Christ’s suffering.


Here again, Caravaggio looked to Titian. His tormentor on the right who forces the crown of thorns on Christ’s head is based on Titian’s tormentor in his version of the scene, now in the Paris Louvre Museum (1542–1543). Titian’s work originally hung in the Church of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan, where Caravaggio would have seen it. Caravaggio, however, reduced the number of figures and details to heighten the psychological depth of the moment. His is a more intimate interpretation, brought closer to the viewer to inspire meditation on the theme of Christian resignation for the sake of salvation.





THE CONTARELLI CHAPEL

Caravaggio’s first public commission was the Contarelli Chapel, located in San Luigi dei Francesi, the church of the French nationals living in Rome. Baglione informs that it was Cardinal del Monte, whose palace was located across the street from the church, who obtained the commission for Caravaggio. The chapel belonged to the heirs of the French Cardinal Mattieu Cointrel (in Italian, Contarelli), who in 1585 left funds in his will for its decoration. The executor of Cointrel’s will was Virgilio Crescenzi, a friend of Cardinal del Monte.


The decoration of the chapel was already underway in 1565 when Cointrel himself commissioned Girolamo Muziano to fresco the chapel with six scenes from the life of St. Matthew, his namesaint (“Mattieu” is the French version of the name “Matthew”). However, Muziano did not fulfill the commission, and then Cointrel died in 1585. The task to complete the chapel was now Crescenzi’s, who, in 1587, commissioned the Flemish sculptor Jacob Cobaert to render a sculpted altarpiece depicting St. Matthew and the Angel, which he only partially delivered. In 1591, Crescenzi hired D’Arpino to fresco the chapel. D’Arpino executed the vault with St. Matthew Resurrects the Daughter of the King of Ethiopia as the central scene and prophets at either side, completing it in 1593. Caravaggio was in his workshop in 1593 and, as mentioned, may have assisted in the commission. D’Arpino abandoned the project after this, since Crescenzi had died in the previous year. In 1596, Cobaert signed a new contract with the Crescenzi for the sculpted altarpiece, but this too was never finalized. In the following year, the priests of S. Luigi dei Francesi, who had grown impatient, demanded the Crescenzi to complete the chapel. After the Crescenzi complained that they had already invested a large sum of money on the project, Clement VIII temporarily charged the overseeing of the completion of the chapel to the Fabbrica of St. Peter’s, with which del Monte was associated.


On 23 July 1599, Caravaggio signed the contract to execute the chapel’s two lateral paintings depicting the Calling of St. Matthew and the Martyrdom of St. Matthew, two of the most pivotal events in the saint’s life. St. Matthew was a tax collector working for Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee. One day, Christ came to the custom house and said to Matthew: “Follow me,” and Matthew did, becoming one of his Apostles.


In Caravaggio’s Calling of St. Matthew, Christ extends his arm in a way that recalls Adam’s elegant gesture in Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam (1508–1512; Rome, Sistine Ceiling). Perhaps here the artist sought to reference the biblical tenet that Christ is the New Adam and to cast himself as the successor of the great Renaissance master. In response, the saint points to himself in a “Who, me?” gesture. Next to the Savior is St. Peter. Both are dressed all’antica while the others wear theatrical costumes. Christ and St. Peter are also discalced to denote that, unlike the others, they belong to a hallowed realm. Here again, Caravaggio left an empty space by the table, which renders the viewer as another participant in the event.


Matthew’s mission of evangelization and the particulars of his death are told in conflicting legends. He went to Judea after Christ’s Crucifixion, and then to Ethiopia, south of the Caspian Sea. There, according to one legend, he was martyred by sword for thwarting King Hirtacus’s attainment of the virgin Ephigenia, the subject of Caravaggio’s other lateral painting, though others state that Matthew died of natural causes.


In the Martyrdom of St. Matthew, the saint lies on the ground and his executioner grabs him by his right arm and readies to plunge the sword into him. The drama of the moment is enhanced by the fleeing boy on the right who screams in horror. An angel in a complex, twisted pose reaches down from a cloud to offer the palm of martyrdom to the saint. The artist himself is included as the bearded figure in the crowd. Some have suggested that he is meant to represent King Hirtacus, who ordered the execution.


The contract stipulated that the martyrdom be shown in the interior of a church with several steps leading to the altar, and populated by a large number of individuals. Caravaggio struggled with the rendering of this scene, as revealed by the many pentimenti and the outlines of smaller figures and complex architectural details detected through X-rays. In the end, however, Caravaggio’s painting, which was inspired by Tintoretto’s St. Mark Freeing a Christian Slave (1548; Venice, Galleria dell’ Accademia), resulted in the successful rendition of a man of faith who experiences a heroic death—a timely subject for the era of the Counter-Reformation.


When Caravaggio’s lateral paintings were revealed, all of Rome came to see them. The Mannerist Federico Zuccaro, who was a respected older master, also came and is said to have commented, “What is all the fuss about? This is nothing but warmed over Giorgione.” Some scholars have suggested that his commentary meant that, like Giorgione, Caravaggio was using heavy chiaroscuro to conceal problems of draftsmanship. In truth, however, Zuccaro may have made the negative comment because he viewed Caravaggio and his innovative style as a major threat to his own career. Regardless, the work placed Caravaggio among the most sought-after masters of his era.


The chapel was still lacking an altarpiece when Caravaggio completed the lateral scenes in 1600. In 1602, the marble St. Matthew by Cobaert was placed in the niche above the chapel’s altar without the angel. Cointrel’s nephew Francesco, who was the rector of the Congregation of San Luigi dei Francesi, rejected the piece, and instead he and the Crecenzi agreed to call Caravaggio back to execute the scene in painting. Caravaggio signed the contract for the altarpiece on 7 February 1602, which stipulated that the work was to be delivered by 26 May, Pentecost Sunday.


Caravaggio’s painting was rejected by the authorities of San Luigi dei Francesi because they felt that the saint’s perplexed expression in reaction to the angel guiding his hand was a sign of feeblemindedness. Also, they deemed his exposed limbs and dirty feet were indecorous. This information is given by Bellori, who also says that the work was purchased by Marchese Giustiniani, who then had Caravaggio create a second version. Unfortunately, the painting was destroyed during World War II and is only known from photographs.


Caravaggio’s second version was accepted and installed in the chapel. It shows St. Matthew as an ancient philosopher with a halo, turning his head to look up at the angel who floats above him. The angel enumerates the words of God with his fingers while keeping his distance. Though the saint still seems surprised, he retains a more dignified demeanor than the earlier figure. The chapel was consecrated on 1 May 1599, and to this day continues to awe visitors to San Luigi dei Francesi.





THE CERASI CHAPEL

The other major public commission Caravaggio received was the Cerasi Chapel in the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo. Tiberio Cerasi, who was the treasurer general to Pope Clement VIII, had recently purchased the chapel and wished to have it decorated. Cerasi was not all that well versed on matters of art; therefore, his friend and art connoisseur Marchese Giustiniani acted as the artistic adviser for the commission. He suggested Caravaggio for the two lateral paintings and Anni-bale Carracci for the altarpiece. The choice of artists was undoubtedly intended to pin the two most notable masters of the time and their differing styles against each other.


Giustiniani, it seems, sought to challenge Caravaggio by choosing two scenes for him to render that had already been paired by none other than Michelangelo in the Pauline Chapel at the Vatican (1542–1550): the Crucifixion of St. Peter and Conversion of St. Paul. Annibale was to paint the Assumption of the Virgin. This meant that Caravaggio was competing not only with Annibale, who had just completed the celebrated Farnese Ceiling (ca. 1597–1600; Rome, Palazzo Farnese), but also with Michelangelo, one of the most admired masters of the Renaissance.


Here again, Caravaggio broke with tradition by presenting his two scenes in novel ways. The Crucifixion of St. Peter was traditionally shown with the saint already on his cross, turned upside down by his own choice, as he did not feel worthy of dying in the same way as the Savior. Caravaggio instead presented a transitory moment when the saint’s tormentors pull up his cross. Placed at a diagonal, he lifts his head to gaze at the chapel’s altar. Michelangelo had been the first to depict the saint’s crucifixion in this manner, but Caravaggio’s version is an intimate rendition that reduces the scene to only the essential elements and concentrates on the most brutal aspect of the story.


The Conversion of St. Paul presented an opportunity for artists to show their skill at rendering a crowded scene in a landscape setting, with figures riding on horses, Christ emerging from the heavens, and the dramatic reaction of all those present to Paul’s experience. Caravaggio again opted for an intimate moment, here of conversion. The foreshortened figure of St. Paul is laid out on the ground and occupies a large portion of the foreground, his horse attended by a groom who is oblivious to the event unfolding, and the vision as a bright light, not the hovering Christ. Caravaggio must have been aware of Moretto da Brescia’s painting of the same subject in Santa Maria presso San Celso, Milan, of ca. 1540–1541, where St. Paul is shown on the ground gazing at the heavens to view the apparition outside the painting, and the horse next to him and occupying a large portion of the canvas curvets.


Here, too, Caravaggio’s paintings were rejected and he had to provide second versions. The contract for the paintings, which dates to 24 September 1600, stipulates that he was to first present sketches for his patron’s approval, none of which have survived, and then complete the works in eight months. He painted his first versions on cypress wood, as specified in the contract. It is not clear whether they were rejected by Cerasi himself or the fathers of the Madonna della Consolazione who, as Cerasi’s heirs, oversaw the decoration of the chapel after his death in 1601.


The first version of the Crucifixion of St. Peter is lost, and that of the Conversion of St. Paul is now in the Odescalchi collection in Rome—a rather awkward rendition that has prompted some scholars to doubt Caravaggio’s authorship. St. Paul is an aged, seminude figure laid out on the ground and shielding his eyes. At his side, a fellow soldier, with shield and lance in hand, points to the upper right where the apparition of a hovering Christ is included. Christ is held by a teenaged angel, and he extends his arms in Paul’s direction. After the rejection, Cardinal Giacomo Sannesio purchased the two works for his collection, demonstrating that Caravaggio’s paintings were much sought after at this time, even those that were deemed weakly executed.


The two final paintings by Caravaggio, with their dramatic chiaroscuro, theatrical gestures, crude figure types, rich color palette, and dark, undefined backgrounds, contrast markedly with Annibale’s Assumption. This last scene unfolds in a well-defined outdoor setting, populated by a large number of figures, with more subdued lighting effects. While Caravaggio depicted nature with all its imperfections and the otherworldly only as light, Annibale presented an idealized Virgin being raised up to Heaven by cherubs. Her extended arms and upturned eyes denote her eagerness to take flight.





THE TRIAL OF 1603

In ca. 1602, Caravaggio was vying for a commission for the Jesuit Church of Il Gesù of an altarpiece showing the Resurrection of Christ to be hung in the right transept. The Jesuit General Claudio Acquaviva must have feared that Caravaggio would render the scene in a controversial manner. Therefore, he instead gave the commission to Baglione. Unfortunately, Baglione’s painting, which is now lost, was not well received. It was unveiled in 1603 on Easter Sunday, prompting the circulation of scurrilous verses about his art and persona.


Baglione himself declared that since the painting was unveiled, “Onorio Longhi, Michelangelo Merisi [da Caravaggio] and Orazio Gentileschi, who had hoped to paint it themselves … have been trying to ruin my reputation by speaking ill of me and finding fault with my painting.” This is part of his testimony in a libel suit he brought on in 1603 against these men. Then, during the trial, he added Filippo Trisegni to the suit as he wished him to testify regarding who might have composed the verses. Caravaggio was likely angry that Baglione was imitating his style. In his testimony at the trial, he explained that he did not know of any artist who considered Baglione to be talented. Furthermore, he claimed Baglione’s Resurrection was a clumsy painting—in fact, the worst he had ever rendered.


The trial was held in August 1603, and Caravaggio was imprisoned for libel on 11 September in the Tor di Nona. He was released on 25 September, and all charges were dropped. The reason why may be that Cardinal del Monte urged several individuals to intervene on the painter’s behalf. Among the men he persuaded was the French ambassador, Philippe de Béthune, count of Selles. The other was Fra’ Ainolfo Bardi, count of Vernio and Florentine knight commander of the Hospitallers of St. John, who would later support Caravaggio’s career after his flight from the papal city. Bardi guaranteed to Ferrante Taverna, the governor of Rome, that the artist would stop insulting Baglione.





ALTARPIECES EXECUTED BETWEEN 1605 AND 1607

Having solidified his reputation in rendering the Contarelli and Cerasi Chapels, Caravaggio began receiving a number of other important public commissions. These were for altarpieces in various churches in Rome and its countryside. The earliest of these commissions was the Death of the Virgin, now in the Paris Louvre, which Caravaggio executed in ca. 1605–1606 in spite of the fact that he was asked to deliver the painting by 1602. The reason for this may be that the chapel for which it was intended in the Church of Santa Maria della Scala in Trastevere may not have been fully completed by then. The commission came from the papal lawyer and legal historian Laerzio Cherubini on 14 June 1601. He was one of the three custodians of the newly built Santa Maria della Scala and had been granted the largest chapel in the building. He dedicated the chapel to the transit of the Virgin from earthly life to Heaven. Marchese Giustiniani acted as the arbiter in assigning Caravaggio’s final payment.


The story of how Mary’s life ended is apocryphal. She did not experience a true death, but rather fell into a dormant state and rose up to Heaven. Most accounts place the event in Jerusalem at Mary’s tomb, while some believe it to have taken place at her house in Ephesus. Caravaggio’s painting locates the scene in the Virgin’s bedroom, as indicated by the red drape above her, a bed canopy or hanging that has been pulled up to reveal her body.


Here again, Caravaggio broke with artistic convention by presenting a deceased Virgin in rigor mortis instead of a dormant figure. She is a bloated and decomposing corpse modeled, according to Mancini, after the corpse of a “dirty whore from the Ortacio” (a seedy district in Rome) who was found floating in the Tiber River. The woman, who was loved by Caravaggio, is believed to have been Anna Bianchini, the prostitute who arrived in Rome from Siena as a teenager, along with the aforementioned Fillide Melandroni. Anna was found dead with child in the Tiber River in 1604. This could explain the Virgin’s protruding abdomen.


Santa Maria della Scala belonged to the Discalced Carmelites, and therefore the Virgin and the Apostles mourning her in the painting, among them Cherubini himself, are barefoot. One of the charities performed by the Carmelites of this church was to take in and reform prostitutes. This is why the crying Mary Magdalen is placed in the foreground, even though she was not present at the time of the Virgin’s dormition. That the Virgin is shown as a common corpse may be due to the fact that Cheru-bini was a member of the Arciconfraternità di Santa Maria dell’Orazione e Morte, the purpose of which was to bury abandoned corpses.


Not surprisingly, the Death of the Virgin was rejected by the fathers of Santa Maria della Scala for lack of decorum. Both Bellori and Baglione asserted that the rejection had to do with the corpselike appearance of the Virgin and the inappropriateness of showing her bare legs and feet. By presenting the Virgin’s death as a common death, Caravaggio diminished the scene’s spiritual import. Most probably, his goal was to bring the saintly characters from the story of salvation to a more human plane that made their suffering and sacrifices more palpable to viewers.


When Caravaggio’s painting was rejected, Mancini tried to purchase it, but he was out-maneuvered by the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens, who was in Rome at the time rendering the altarpiece for the high altar of the Church of S. Maria in Vallicella. Immediately after the painting was rejected, Rubens advised his patron, Vincenzo I, duke of Mantua, to purchase the work, calling it Caravaggio’s best painting. The purchase took place in 1607. The correspondence between Vincenzo’s agent in Rome and his chancellor regarding the purchase speaks of the painting being greatly admired in Rome’s artistic circles. The agent informs that he had no choice but to allow members of the Università dei Pittori (University of Painters) to visit his home for a week to view Caravaggio’s work “because of its fame and the curiosity it has raised.” Unfortunately, by now Caravaggio had left Rome and did not witness either the sale or the adulation.


Caravaggio’s Madonna di Loreto of 1604–1606 also proved controversial. The altar-piece was intended for the Cavalletti Chapel in the Church of Sant’Agostino, Rome. It was commissioned by the widow of papal notary Ermete Cavalletti, who died on 21 July 1602, at the age of 46, leaving funds for the purchase and decoration of his funerary chapel. Two months before his death, he had gone on pilgrimage to Loreto in Ancona, where the Holy House of Nazareth is located, along with fellow members of the Archconfraternity of the Santissima Trinità dei Pellegrini. This is probably the reason why in his will he specified that he wished the chapel’s altarpiece to depict the Madonna di Loreto. In 1603, Cavalletti’s heirs acquired a chapel at Sant’Agostino and, soon thereafter, his wife, Orinzia de Rossi, commissioned Caravaggio to render the work.


Inside the Santa Casa di Loreto is a wooden sculpture of the Virgin and Child that serves as an altarpiece said to have been rendered by St. Luke, one of the Gospel writers, though it most likely dates to the fifteenth century. Supposedly, the statue came alive on particular occasions to intercede on behalf of women and individuals living in misery. Caravaggio’s painting shows the statue miraculously materializing into the actual Virgin and Child in response to pilgrims who have come to worship them.


The holy figures stand in the threshold of the Santa Casa and pilgrims kneel in front of them. They are humble types, with plain clothes and dirty feet and nails, features Bellori, Baglione, and others found to violate the rules of decorum. That the work remains in situ suggests that it was well received in spite of some of the criticism. Baglione in particular asserted that the people of Rome “made a big fuss” (estremo schiamazzo) over the painting once installed due to the “lack of gravity with which he [Caravaggio] treated the subject.” He mostly objected to the muddied feet of the male pilgrim in the foreground and his female companion’s soiled and torn cap.


The model for the Virgin may have been a woman named Lena, likely a prostitute. On 29 July 1605, Caravaggio wounded a notary named Mariano Pasqualoni in the head with his sword. Giovanni Battista Passeri, who was an artist and biographer active in the later years of the 17th century, wrote that the woman who posed for the painting was courted by a notary (Pasqualoni) who became jealous and ended up in an altercation with Caravaggio. In early August, Caravaggio fled to Genoa to avoid prosecution, returning to Rome on 26 August.


Indeed, 1605 was a tumultuous year for Caravaggio. Earlier, on 28 May, he was arrested for carrying a weapon without a license. On 20 July he was jailed for insulting a woman named Laura and her daughter Isabella. Then, on 1 September, Prudenzia Bruna, who rented him a house, filed a complaint against Caravaggio for throwing stones at her window after she had his possessions confiscated for not paying rent. Finally, on October 24, Caravaggio was wounded in the throat and left ear by an unidentified assailant. He claimed to the authorities that he fell on a sword.


Caravaggio rendered the Madonna dei Palafrenieri, now in the Galleria Borghese, in 1605–1606 as the altarpiece for the altar of the Compagnia dei Palafrenieri (Company of Papal Grooms) in St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome. The altar was dedicated to St. Anne, the Virgin’s mother, and she is therefore included in the work, on the right, in old age, with hands clasped as she witnesses the actions of her daughter and grandson, who occupy the left side. The Virgin guides her son, depicted as a young nude boy, in crushing the head of a serpent, symbol of Original Sin brought onto humankind by Adam and Eve’s transgression while in the Garden of Eden. The implication is that Mary, who was conceived without sin (Immaculate Conception) and who bore the Savior, is the new Eve triumphing over the Fall of Man.


Caravaggio painted the work while staying in the home of jurist Andrea Rufetti. He received the commission in 1605 as he recovered from the 24 October incident, when he was wounded in the throat and left ear. The painting was installed on 14 April 1606. Rufetti publicized Caravaggio’s altarpiece and commissioned the poet Giovanni Zaratino Castellini to compose an epigram in the work’s honor.


Regrettably, the work only hung at St. Peter’s for two days. The Palafrenieri transferred it to the nearby Church of Sant’Anna dei Palafrenieri, and two months later they sold it to Cardinal Scipione Borghese. Baglione states that the altarpiece was removed from St. Peter’s at the order of the “Signori Cardinali della fabbrica,” the cardinals in charge of the office responsible for construction and other work in the basilica. Bellori added that the reason for the removal was, again, lack of decorum. In his view, the Virgin and Child had been depicted in a vile manner, pointing particularly to the explicit nudity of the Christ Child. It is likely that the Virgin’s décolleté and St. Anne’s old, tired, and wrinkled look were also objectionable, as was the fact that St. Anne only plays a secondary and rather inactive role in the painting even though the altar of the Palafrenieri was dedicated to her. The model for the Virgin seems to have been the same Lena who posed for the Madonna di Loreto.


The individual who commissioned the Madonna of the Rosary remains unidentified, though it is known that this work was also rejected. Caravaggio painted the altarpiece, which now hangs in the Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum, in 1605–1607, meaning that it was perhaps completed in Naples, where he stayed from 1606 until 1607. Again, Vicenzo I of Mantua attempted to purchase the work, though this time he was not successful. Some scholars suggest that the patron was Luigi Carafa Colonna, who wished to have it installed in his family chapel in the Church of San Domenico Maggiore in Naples, dedicated to the Sacred Rosary. The fact that a prominent column is included in the painting which is part of Colonna emblemata, suggests that either he or another member of the family generated the commission. In fact, the Feast of the Rosary had personal significance for the Colonna. It was established by Gregory XIII in 1573 to commemorate the Holy League’s victory against the Turks in the Battle of Lepanto (1571), with Marcantonio Colonna commanding the papal army. Soon thereafter, St. Philip Neri declared that the victory was achieved due to prayers to the Madonna of the Rosary.


In Caravaggio’s painting, the enthroned Virgin Mary is holding the Christ Child and pointing to St. Dominic, who is seen on the left side of the painting, next to the kneeling donor, who sports a ruffled collar. The donor lifts the saint’s cloak with both hands, a gesture denoting that he pleads the saint for protection. St. Dominic experienced a vision in 1208 in which the Virgin appeared to him, handed him a rosary, and instructed him how to use it as an aid for prayers. In Caravaggio’s version, St. Dominic is instead distributing rosaries among the faithful who kneel before him.


Here again, Caravaggio strove for innovation. Perhaps, however, it is due to this divergence from the norm that the painting was rejected by the patron. To the right is the Dominican St. Peter Martyr, recognized by the wound on his forehead inflicted by his assassin with an axe. Accompanied by other monks from the order, he turns toward viewers while pointing at the Virgin to bring her to our attention. In fact, all of the figures except for St. Peter Martyr’s fellow monks are hand gesturing. Clearly, for Caravaggio this was a prime vehicle for conveying the story.





ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST IN THE WILDERNESS

The subject of St. John the Baptist in the wilderness is one Caravaggio tackled on a number of occasions, again in nontraditional ways. Much like Mary Magdalen, the Baptist was often shown as an emaciated figure with long tresses and dressed in an animal pelt, usually holding a reed cross or a banderole and accompanied by a lamb. Most of Caravaggio’s depictions of the saint show him as a youthful, sensuous figure, either completely nude or partially covered by drapery. Each version presents him in a different pose or demeanor, attesting to Caravaggio’s relentless desire to demonstrate his capacity for innovation.


St. John the Baptist was the son of Zacharias, a priest of the Temple of Jerusalem, and Elizabeth, the Virgin Mary’s cousin, who conceived him in old age. The saint lived as a hermit in the desert of Judea until the age of 30, when he chose to preach on the banks of the Jordan River against the evils of the world and to persuade his listeners to engage in penance and submit to baptism. There, he recognized Christ as the Messiah and baptized him.


As St. John had attracted large crowds, Herod, fearful of his power, had him arrested. Also contributing to his arrest was the fact that John denounced Herod’s marriage to his sister-in-law, Herodias, who retaliated by effecting the saint’s execution. Herod held a banquet and asked Salome, Herodias’s daughter, to dance for him. Persuaded by her mother, Salome retorted that she would do so if he gave her the head of the Baptist, to which Herod agreed.


Caravaggio’s earliest known version of St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness is now in the Museo Capitolino in Rome and dates to 1602. Commissioned by Giovanni Battista Mattei, whose namesaint was the Baptist, and bequeathed to Cardinal del Monte in 1624, it presents a youthful nude male with his ribcage showing through the skin and dirt under his nails. He embraces a ram that is nibbling on a vine, instead of the customary lamb. The saint leans on bedding while gazing and smiling at the viewer. The homoerotic aspect of the work is obvious. The boy’s pose was clearly borrowed from one of Michelangelo’s ignudi (male nudes) in the Sistine Ceiling, Rome (1508–1512) flanking the Sacrifice of Noah where, incidentally, two rams are included. Caravaggio may have also been aware of Michelangelo’s Day in the New Sacristy at San Lorenzo, Florence (1519–1534), who reclines in a similar manner.


Caravaggio’s St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness of ca. 1604 in the Kansas City Nelson Atkins Museum may be the painting commissioned by the aforementioned Ottavio Costa. Here the saint is shown still as a sensuous youth, but now in a pensive state and holding a reed cross, his usual attribute. His nudity is now partially covered by his pelt and drapery. In Caravaggio’s version of 1604 in the Galleria Nazionale D’Arte Antica, Rome, the youthful Baptist is also in a pensive state. Instead of a full-length nude or seminude figure in a vertical format, here Caravaggio chose a horizontal format and depicted the saint in three-quarter length, his body again partially covered by drapery. Next to him is the bowl he will use to baptize Christ and his reed cross is partially seen on the left side of the painting. It is not clear who the patron for this version was, and the attribution of the work to Caravaggio has been questioned.


Two more paintings on the subject, rendered by Caravaggio after his departure from Rome, provide other variants of the subject: his St. John at the Spring of ca. 1608, now in the Bonelli Collection in Valletta, Malta, and the 1610 version in the Galleria Borghese in Rome. The first shows the Baptist in the wilderness drinking water from a spring, a reference to the fact that he baptized Christ in the Jordan River.
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