

  [image: cover]




  

    Félix Witting - M.L. Patrizi




     




     




     




     




    Caravaggio




    and artworks




     




     




     




     




     




    [image: ]


  




  

    Authors:




    Félix Witting and M.L. Patrizi




    Translation:




    Andrew Byrd and Marlena Metcalf




    © 2022, Confidential Concepts, Worldwide, USA




    © 2022, Parkstone Press USA, New York




    © Image-Bar www.image-bar.com




    All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced or adapted without the permission of the copyright holder, throughout the world.




    Unless otherwise specified, copyright on the works reproduced lies with the respective photographers. Despite intensive research, it has not always been possible to establish copyright ownership. Where this is the case, we would appreciate notification.




    ISBN: 978-1-78160-582-0


  




  

     




     




     




     




    “This is the great Michelangelo Caravaggio, an awe-inspiring painter, the marvel of art, the miracle of nature.”




    — Giulio Cesare Gigli
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      Medusa


      




      1591-1592. Oil on canvas mounted on a poplar wood shield, 60 x 55 cm. Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.


    




    
BIOGRAPHY





    1571:




    Birth of Michelangelo, eldest son of Fermo Merisi, foreman, mason, and architect of the Marchese of Caravaggio and of Lucia Aratori, daughter of a well-to-do family, probably from Milan where the Marchese had his court.




    1576:




    The plague arrives in Milan, making the Caravaggio family flee.




    1577:




    Death of his father.




    1584-1588:




    Four year apprenticeship in Simone Peterzano’s studio in Milan.




    1592-1593:




    In Rome, where he works for the famous painter Giuseppe Cesari d’Arpino. The well-known works of this period are Young Boy Peeling Fruit (his first known work), Boy with a Basket of Fruit, and Sick Bacchus.




    1594:




    Leaves Giuseppe Cesari d’Arpino in January. He makes an important friendship with the painter Prospero Orsi who introduces him to some leading collectors. His work The Fortune Teller gives him some recognition and allows him to gain the protection of Cardinal Francesco Maria Del Monte.




    1599:




    Receives the commission to paint the Contarelli chapel in the church of San Luigi dei Francesi. His works are met with immediate success.




    1601:




    A wealthy shopkeeper commissions him to paint The Death of the Virgin for his private chapel in the new church Santa Maria della Scala, of the Carmelite Order in Rome.




    1606:




    The Carmelites refuse The Death of the Virgin. Giulio Mancini, a contemporary of Caravaggio, supposes that Caravaggio chose a courtesan as the model.




    During a brawl, Caravaggio accidentally kills the painter Tomassoni. Although under the protection of high dignitaries, he must flee. He goes to Naples where he is out of reach of Roman justice and is protected by the Colonna family. Thanks to the influence of this family, the church awards him the commission to paint the Madonna of the Rosary and the Seven Works of Mercy.




    1607:




    Departs for Malta, to the headquarters of the Knights of the Order of Malta, where he hopes to obtain the protection of Alof de Wignacourt, Grand Master of the Order, and to finally be pardoned.




    1608:




    Wignacourt, impressed by having Caravaggio as official painter of the Order of Malta, bestows on him the Knighthood of the Order. The known works of this period are The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist, the Portrait of Alof de Wignacourt, and some portraits of knights.




    He is imprisoned in August after a brawl, during which one of the knights is seriously wounded. In December he is expelled from the Order of Malta.




    1609:




    He spends nine months in Sicily but after getting attacked he returns to Naples to enjoy the protection of the Colonna family, and waits for the papal pardon in order to finally return to Rome. But in Naples, he is once again attacked by strangers. He paints Salome with the Head of John the Baptist, showing his head on a serving plate, and sends it to Wignacourt to implore his forgiveness.




    1610:




    Departs for Rome to obtain his papal pardon. A messenger from Rome informs the court of Urbino about the death of the painter. A poet friend of Caravaggio establishes the date of his death as 18 July.
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      Boy Peeling a Fruit (copy)


      




      c. 1592-1593. Oil on canvas, 75.5 x 64.4 cm. Private collection, Rome
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      Boy Peeling a Fruit (copy, detail)


      




      c. 1592-1593. Oil on canvas, 75.5 x 64.4 cm. Private collection, Rome


    




    
THE PAINTER OF PLEASURES AND TABOOS




    Caravaggio, as a painter of sensuality, was equally as talented in evoking the pleasures of the table. The people in his paintings are frequently eating and drinking, and even when he doesn’t explicitly depict food and drink, he discreetly adds a dish or culinary accessory. The events of the painter’s life which have interested historians are littered with allusions to his resentment towards the meagre meals offered to him by his hosts, to his anger at an innkeeper concerning the seasoning of artichokes, or to the brawls in which he was involved in various taverns of Rome and Naples. In the famous painting Rest on the Flight into Egypt, he places a large bottle of wine next to the figure of Saint Joseph. There are also the bunches of grapes in the painting of Bacchus and the self-portrait as Bacchus (Sick Bacchus or Satyr with Grapes), and the fruit in Boy Peeling a Fruit, Boy Bitten by a Lizard, Boy with a Basket of Fruit, and Basket of Fruit in the Ambrosiana Gallery. In The Lute Player, in St Petersburg, the pears, figs, and fennel are combined with daisies, lilies, and jasmine. All the gifts of God are present on the table of the hedonist Bacchus and of The Musicians who invite the spectator to taste the pleasures of earth and in particular the pleasures provided by music. It is difficult to describe the second version of Supper at Emmaus as spiritual or mystical. This is not because the grapes are out of season, nor because of the sumptuous roast on the table or the appetising pâté en croûte, but because the faces of the innkeeper and the waitress in the composition are equally as important as that of Christ.




    Victual platters and flasks are often present, even in the tragic scene of The Crucifixion of Saint Peter in which the executioners have the right to eat before and after having carried out their difficult deed. What an opportunity for Caravaggio when he illustrated the divine words “relieving the thirsty” in The Seven Works of Mercy. He dedicated himself with evident pleasure to imagining this caricature of a rapacious drinker.




    Where certain agreeable painters found their satisfaction in painting, like a pseudonym, vegetable or animal poetic emblems (notably the ducklings of Marco Palmezzano, the sparrows of Passerotti, and the carnations of Benvenuto Ferrarese), Caravaggio preferred the accessories of the cook and the wine merchant, using the bowl or the flask as a signature. The verbascum, or mullein, bushes are both distinguishing features of the painter’s work (see Rest on the Flight into Egypt, Saint John the Baptist, and the Entombment). It is not surprising that Caravaggio had a penchant for them since they reminded him of cabbage or lettuce.




    His famous Bacchus, far from being a conventional representation of a pagan god, is an androgynous and rounded figure with a radiant complexion who, leaning on a day bed, holds out a cup of wine towards the viewer and invites him to enjoy the terrestrial pleasures. The mastery of still life he shows in painting the transparency of the glass, the reflections on the carafe, the basket of fruit, the fig-leaves in his hair and the draped movements of the toga; and the mastery of the naked figure illustrated in the god’s luminous complexion, in the redness of his cheeks and hand, the sensuality of his gestures and his lascivious attitude, all praising Hedonism; reach their climax here and demonstrate why this painting is one of Caravaggio’s most famous works. It seduces any viewer contemplating it, so that under the charm of the natural and bewitching sensuality of the pagan god, the viewer is willing to follow him and be swept away by joyful bacchanals.
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      Boy Bitten by a Lizard


      




      1593. Oil on canvas, 65.8 x 52.3 cm. Longhi Collection, Florence
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      Boy Bitten by a Lizard (detail)


      




      1593. Oil on canvas, 65.8 x 52.3 cm. Longhi Collection, Florence


    




    There is also another pleasure that features significantly in Caravaggio’s works: gaming. Games and gambling played a very specific part in his paintings. He created several paintings on this theme in which one can see groups of players with cards, chess, or dice. One of the first altar-pieces he made, The Calling of Saint Matthew, caused a stir in Rome because the five characters were seated at a gaming table. One of them, seeing Jesus entering the room to announce his mission to Matthew, seems to take back the coins he has just won as if he had seen a thief coming in. In the Denial of Saint Peter, three soldiers deeply absorbed in a dice game divert the attention of the viewer from the eloquent face of the old man (the principal figure in the painting), which is very characteristic of Caravaggio’s work. To this series is added the famous painting The Cardsharps. The theories developed by the painter on realism are not sufficient to explain why so many gamblers frequented his studio and only his marked taste for gaming can explain the presence of these gamblers in his work. Caravaggio had a passion for gambling and often practised it like so many of his models. The heroes of spades and clubs seemed to him worthy of the kingdom of beauty, not because of his revolutionary ideas about art, but more because of his fascination with gamblers. Respect for the rules in gaming was of prime importance for the painter. Caravaggio thought that, morally, cheating was the most reprehensible wrongdoing of all. Stabbing an enemy in the back, insulting someone, attacking weak and defenceless women, or stealing a fellow’s purse were venial faults according to him. But cheating at cards or betraying the solidarity with a companion in a bar was the height of cowardice and abjection. In his work, he treated fraudulent players with contempt, giving them unpleasant expressions from which one can read the severe and reproving judgement of the painter. The disagreeable faces of the cheat and his accomplice are therefore meant to inspire fear and distaste. On the other hand, the faces of honest players are like those of angels. Caravaggio himself may have incurred losses in gaming and among all the forms of revenge he used (he was not the kind to spare the offender), only the noblest and least terrible has remained.




    Likewise, he surely appreciated literature, otherwise how could he have written poems and been friends with Cavalier Marino, even if he had a certain aversion for Classicism and distrusted the Muses and the Parnassus? But music was certainly the art form he most appreciated after painting and it inspired him, as soon as he arrived at the home of the great music lover Cardinal Del Monte, to produce several works on the theme of music. The paintings he created on this subject convey a sense of harmony, joy, pleasure, and serenity, sometimes melancholy, and combine the figures of young musicians placed in a realistic setting where the evocations of the ephemeral pleasures of terrestrial life abound (depicted with flowers, fruit, vegetables, and wine) and in which resonate the echoes of the pleasure provided by music (The Musicians). His work must be placed in its historical and cultural context to understand why Caravaggio asked young men to model for paintings with music for their theme. Indeed, in the Baroque era, women were excluded from public performances. In church, priests asked young musicians, often trained by them, and young castrati to perform the vocal parts in their repertoires, like the famous castrati of the Sistine Chapel. The privileged place that music held in Caravaggio’s life and in his work also deserves to be highlighted. Many of the singers and musicians give life to his paintings, even when they are not the main subjects. Paintings such as the Guitar Player, The Lute Player, the ecstatic Saint Cecilia, The Musicians, and Amor Victorious, in which orchestral instruments are included, are more than just virtuoso portraits or fortuitous series of musical subjects; they probably reflect the inner images of the dream-like world of this painter who was very sensitive to music. The poetry conveyed by the unexpected presence of the angel musician playing the violin in the Rest on the Flight into Egypt seems to confirm this hypothesis. In this painting, the Madonna and Child are dozing while Saint Joseph is patiently reading the musical score, and the long-eared donkey seems to be an attentive and privileged listener. This delightful work shows the passion of its author for music and his taste for humour and satire.
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