Caravaggio

Painting today stands in an awkward position in relation to
its own past. Many defenders of contemporary art look
backward for sanctions of value and quality. Some suggest
the recent past for support, enlisting Pollock and Kandinsky
(fig. 1), for example, while others look to the more distant
past, citing Titian (fig. 2) or Veldsquez. But no one has
seriously suggested looking back beyond the Renaissance
for anything more than vague affinities. Perhaps this is be-
cause we assume that the justification for any new and
worthwhile development in painting must be founded in
greatness, and although we deeply appreciate art before the
Renaissance, it remains qualified in our eyes. Its schemati-

cism, however brilliant, is read as undeveloped illusionism. ¥
We believe that great painting—painting that is illustratively
full, substantial, and real—was born with the Renaissance
and grew with its floweri

to speak with any certainty about sources rather than
similarities.

The reality of abstraction’s constricted sources reminds us
that picture making is a recent development in Western art
and that twentieth-century abstraction is limited by the
inexperience encoded in its development. Yet we woul
to survey abstraction today and find to our surprise tha
abstract painting has grown, that it has developed

mine its ends. But we hesitate even to look for ar
mation of this result. Something about the essent
ence between the i an :




after the death of Titian. Where were the heirs of Roman
classicism and Venetian color going to come from? What
painting was going to stand up to Leonardo, Michcla.ngclo,
and Raphacl? What painting was going to glow as brightly
as Giorgione's and Titan’s? The answer, of course, was
Caravaggio’s painting. But few painters in the carly part of
the seventeenth century would have believed this except
Rubens and possibly Veldsquez; and today, even though
many would concede Caravaggio’s importance, few would
call him the successor of Michelangelo and a rival of Titian.
But that is exactly what he became, and in doing so he cre-
ated the kind of pictoriality we take for granted when we
call a painting great, a kind of pictoriality that had not ex-
~ isted before.

metry often characterized High Renaissance art, where even

concern signals a more even contest, one between Caraveg. T
i0’s confrontational, projective illusionism and Titian’
impressionistic vitality. With thF futu.m in {nind Caravagg
questions the viability of Venetian painterliness, challengin
its superficiality (that is, its emphasis on surface) and its
materiality (that is, its emphasis on pigment)
tation with Titian stands for something more than an en-
counter of conflicting styles. Caravaggio does not try to
present an alternative to Titian by simply looking back to an
idealized antique past in the way that, say, Poussin’s tepid
classicism does, but rather he tries to create a pictorial reality
that subsumes stylistic differences. He tries to create a picto-
rial container for both Venetian painterliness and the monu-
mental figuration of Rome without giving in to either of
their inherent liabilities§ In the case of Venice, the fault lay
in a tendency toward awkwardness, with uncontrolled lateral
spreading and flattened surfaces. In Rome, a vacuous sym-

pectacular perspectival invention and acrobatic foreshorten-
ailed to fill thevoid. J ‘




to have taken hold; as a result, we may have to seck out
Caravaggio’s way directly to help combat the recent enerya-
tion of painterliness. Our contemporary painterliness cannot
seem to produce anything like the fullness of Delacroix,
Turner, or Monet; it is as though pigment, light, and surface
have disappeared into Mondrian’s black grid. We are left to
worry about pictorial space almost by default.

But, after all, the aim of art is to create Space—space that is
not compromised by decoration or Ullustration, space in
which the subjects of painting can live, This is what painting
has always been about. Sadly, however, the current prospects
for abstraction seem terribly narrowed; its sense of space
appears shallow and constricted. This seems ironic when we
remember that painting had to work so hard to create its
own space, or perhaps more accurately, had to work so hard
to free itself from architecture. This latter effort is, in effect,
the drama that began to play itself out in the sixteenth cen-
tury; it began with Leonardo’s Mona Lisa and ended with
Caravaggio’s Calling of Saint Matthew, By becoming more of
an artist than a craftsman, more of an individual profes-
sional—what we now call self-employed—the Renaissance
artist began to direct himself away from decoration and
lustration, away from altarpieces and fresco cycles, toward
his newfound responsibility: the creati n of his own space.

to whi 18(E

great and tha

expanding repertoire of representational techniques do not
seem to be enough to make painting an enterprise that is
spatially indcpendcnt and self-gontained, The narrowness
and artificiality of, say, the spdce Crivelli
clear that the Space in painting
space of painting as we know it now. It js not the problem

of perspective, either linear or atmospheric; nor is it the
problem of flatness that makes this space so different, al-
though this often seems the best way to describe it. Rather,

it appears to be something in the intention, in the acceptance
of commissioned configurations, in the attitude toward |
covering a given surface that held painting back, that actually
kept it from creating a surface that was capable of making
figuration look real and free.

One could say that artists before Leonardo accepted the

given surface and made the best of it. Most of the time the ™
best artists could squeeze out enough working space to
make great art, but we do not see and feel their pictorial
space in the same way that we see and feel the pict
In great art since the example of Rubens, V

sors the pictorial roundness and mp
instinctivel



architecture and sought to modify it, either by separation,
making more use of individual pon§blc panels and canvases,
or by accommodation, creating a painted space t.h.at inter-
acted in some meaningful, though often competitive, way
with the structure.

Leonardo signals the beginning of painting’s attempt to free
itself from architecture. His Mona Lisa (fig. 3) tells us about
landscape space, about modeling the human figure, about
atmospheric perspective and sfumato—all the things that
begin to separate sixteenth-century painting from the paint-
ing that went before it. But the best news is that the Mona
Lisa comes in a tidy package, a marvelous, manageable rec-
tangle. How wonderful it would be to see it in the Uffizi, in
Florence, where it really belongs, rather than in Paris in the
Louvre. In the Uffizi it w

1

control of the available space. In the Mona Lisa the enfray,
ing columns and the balustrade are anomalies; they gerj,
the way of the space Leonardo wants to create. But they g
not able to dull Leonardo’s success with sfumato, the sy
chiaroscuro that produced such a profound encapsulatio, o

landscape and the human figure.

What Leonardo does, as no one else could do, is to spin of
the shadows of modeling, creating a sense of atmospheric
softness that gives way in turn to a kind of magical sculptury
impressionism. The result is a pictorial “rounding” of space
that paves the way for Caravaggio and becomes, at the same.
time, part of our basic spatial vocabulary for judging great
painting. The delicate inventiveness of Leonardo’s space was
applauded, but his successors met with a much different

reception. The evolution of Leonardo’s pictorial space into

the manic gargantuanism of Michelangelo was received with
slscpticism, while the angular, projective assaults of Caravag-
gio, which ensured Leonardo’s perpetual availability to the

future of painting, were passionately denounced. '
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Figure 3 LEONARDO DA VINCI
Mona Lisa (c. 1503—05)

Oil on panel, 30% X 21 in.
Musée du Louvre, Paris



Figure 4 Opening rooms
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence



thing that is cludmg him, something within his always lim-
ited field of vision, something in the dark spot that makes
up his view of the back of his head. He keeps looking for
this elusive something, out of habit as much as out of frus-
tration. He searches even though he is quite certain that
what he is looking for shadows him every moment he looks
around. He hopes it is what he cannot know, what he will
never see, but the conviction remains that the shadow that
follows but cannot be seen is simply the dull presence of his
own mortality, the impcnding crasure of memory. Painters
instinctively look to the mirror for reassurance, hoping to
shake death, hoping to avoid the stare of persistent time,
but the results are always disappointing. Still they keep
checking. We can see Caravaggio looking at himself from
The Martyrdom of Saint Matthew, Veldsquez surveying his
surroundings in Las Meninas, and Manet testing the girl at
the bar to see if there is anything different about those who
have to work rather than see for a living. 3

It may be that in the Allegory of Painting (the artist in his
studio; plate 1) Vermeer was the only one really to come to
grips with the worrisome blank spots in the artist’s vision.
Possibly he was the only one to realize that painting has to
account for what it cannot see even though it fears this

confrontation, and certainly he was the only one to recog-

 nize that this 7 bxhty phcs a line of connnmty that

will endure, that it will drift along with us, accompanying
our collective spectating consciousness until we cease to
exist, after which we expect that it will quietly latch onto the
consciousness of our successors, whoever they may be. An-
ticipating such an endless journey, Vermeer seems to have
deliberately dried the life out of his models, leaving two
shells full of chalky, incandescent presence to trace the conti-
nuity of art through the ever-present. We have the feeling
of invading a privatc moment as we enter Vermeer’s
painting, but soon the sense of penetrating detail, the sense
of a tapestry unraveling in our hands, suggests that this
private moment is merely everyone’s accommodation to
passing time, and that in the end we are not the observers
but simply victims whom Vermeer has trapped. He is, aftct
all, standing behind us, watching us watch art. Sk

Secing for the purposes of makmg art is basmally
experience. Perhaps this experience is not as sop!

nicable whole, and perception tends fr 1
clf-servingfTn the most obvious an [fundamentat 7ay the




space, both literally and imaginatively. In other words, the
spatial experience of a painting should not seem to end
aming edges or be boxed in by the picture pl ..Thc
necessity of creating pictorial space s capable of dis-

solving its own perimeter and surface plane is the burden

that modern painting was born with(No one helped lighten
this burden more than Caravaggiox

Now many would find this view of pictorial space unneces-
sarily complex and confusing. The basic spatial problem of
painting has been described simply as one of having to rep-
resent three dimensions on a two-dimensional surface. There
is obvious truth to this view, but the history of painting
from 1500 to 1600 suggests that the artist’s concern for how
he, first, and then the viewer in turn, should experience art
and the space it invoked was more complicated than merely
representing three dimensions successfully on flat surfaces.
¢ 1o say that as the ability for rendering convincing
grew, the idea of v hat this space should

to say about painting. Michelangelo’s florid aggressiye,
seems to attack everything that has gone before, jncludiy,
his own work on the ceiling immediately above. The [
Judgment is illusionism run rampant. There is no compog;.
tional restraint, no pictorial enframement, no sense of phy
cal weight; the figures float high and wid
sion, architectonic space, sculptural gravi
of Michelangelo’s genius become just so many pieces of
driftwood. Qainting before the Last Judgment was painting
one could look at, or at least into; after the Last Judgment 4
painting became something one could walk through J¥i- /!
chelangelo dissolves the end wall of the Sistine Chapel so
that we can exit the church through heaven and hell, moving
out of the Renaissance toward Caravaggio’s world, a world

of sensuality and spatial incongruity beyond even Michelan-
gelo’s imagination. '

In t.h.C Borghese Gallery there is a Bronzino, Saint John the
plate 2), oil on wood panel, from about the middle



Bronzino’s Saimt John gives us a good preview of how Cara-
vaggio came to se¢ painting’s own self-contained space,
what we have come to understand today as strictly pictorial
space. Perhaps the twisting of limbs into architecture can be
understood better the other way around, so that with a little
syntactic license we get the twisting of architecture into the
limbs of painting. Hence we see how Michelangelo’s chiar-
oscuro and foreshortening climb over each other in a Man-
nerist frenzy to push on with what Leonardo had started—
the search for an independent pictorial space for painting.
Taking a hint from Bronzino, Caravaggio ended the hunt.
He took the space that Bronzino had elegantly described,
the space from Saint John’s left toe to his left thumb, and
made it almost inexplicably larger and grander. Toward this
end he used light and dark more coherently than it had ever,
been used before, and toreshortening more cleverly:
more important, where Leonardo had triumphed before
him—modeling the human figure, giving life to contour—
Caravaggio rose to even greater heights by modeling the
whole painting, giving life to pictorial space, creating the
roundness and fullness of figure and atmosphere that so
impress us in the great painting of the seventeenth century,
particularly in the work of Rubens and Rembrandt. It scems
clear that Caravaggio’s compelling realism extends to the
space around his figures as well as to the figures themselves.

selves caught up within this sphere, experiencing the mo-
ment and motion of painting’s action. Fanciful as this space
may be, it has the cast of reality; we have to take it seriously.
Caravaggio’s space differs from that of Raphacl and Titian
before him and from that of Rubens and Poussin after him.
The sense of projective roundness, of poised sphericality, is
important because it offered painting an opportunity that
was not there before, and that was, amazingly enough, di-
luted soon afterward. The space that Caravaggio created is
something that twentieth-century painting could use: an
alternative both to the space of conventional realism and to
the space of what has come to be conventional painterliness.

The sense of a shaped spatial presence enveloping the action
of the painting and the location of the creator and spectator
is a by-product of the success of Caravaggio’s realistic illu-
sionism. The sensation of real presence and real action suc-
cessfully expands the sensation of pictorial space. This is th
first miracle of Caravaggio, a miracle that with stunning
economy both anticipates and deflates subsequent

illusionism.

The second miracle of Caravaggio is the H
Skin, flesh, and pigment blend into real
knowledged as an act and as a




- glory. The figure in Caravaggio’s painting has a glow that

better; they had to struggle with antique revivals and a natu-
ralism compromised by illustration. Although these handi-
caps were surmountable, they endured quite stubbornly'
until the beginning of the nineteenth century, when genius
once again overtook painting.

Probably the easiest way to get a sense of the effectiveness
and excitement of Caravaggio’s realism is to compare his
Capitoline Saint John (plate 3) with Bronzino’s Saint John the
Baptist in the Borghese Gallery. Caravaggio’s boy is caress-
able, kissable. Bronzino’s young man merely offers his toe,
while the rest of his features recede into a quasi-antique/
Renaissance amalgam. Caravaggio’s boy has an aura that
cannot be missed—this is the face that launched great paint-
ing. Beneath this self-satisfied, cheeky smile lies aggressive
ambition, a feeling that this youthful success can rival Titian’s

cs,pigmé"_x},*t_ed flesh one with color and light. At the
e, the alignment of light and dark with figure and

able to do what he did, Caravaggio had to
change the way things were done in painting in the ];?t,F
sixteenth century. The biggest changc was made by giving
painting its own space. He freed painting frf)m architecture
and decoration, and pointed out what painting’s proper

ionship to patronage, bo ical and private, should
R 3 e changed v artists would

In order to be

10 INtO a p
the self.

Tn the studio Caravaggio created his own space. There he
embodied it in paintings that were later brought out into
public view, installed in churches and private galleries, and
abruptly abandoned to critical scrutiny. That they have sur-
vived so well is amazing. If one thinks of what painting had

was created that was not beholden to either the architecture
of church‘ and state or the architecture of nature, excepting,
> the human figure. This is Caravaggio’s final




ety s SRR

ARSI

Plate 1 VERMEER

The Allegory of Painting (c. 1666—67)
Oil on canvas, 474 X 39%8 In.
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna



Plate2  BroONZING
Saint John the Baptist (c. 1550—55)

Oil on panel, 47V, 36Y in.
Galleria Borghese, Rome
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Plate 3 CARAVAGGIO

Saint John the Baptist (¢. 1602—03)
Oil on canvas, 52 X 38%4 in.
Capitoline Museum, Rome



Plate 4 CARAVAGGIO
The Martyrdom of Saint Marthey
Oil on canvas, 10 ft. 7% in.
Church of San Luigi dei Fr

(1599-1600)
X uft yin,

ancesi, Rome
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ver the principal parts of the bodies” (quoted in Walter
Friedlaender, Caravagyio Studies, New York, Schocken

Although Caravaggio’s paintings are obviously at home in
this chapel, they do not appear to need the church. This

awareness triggers the uncomfortable realization that the Books, 1969, p. 247). If we take Bellori’s description of the
paintings do not depend much on spectators either for their dark brown atmosphere of a closed room and combine it
meaning or effect. The reason for this strong feeling of with the settings of the Calling of Saint Matthew and the
pictorial sclf?su.ﬂiacpcy and self-containment seems fairly Beheading of Saint John in Malta, we can fashion a pretty
clear: the paintings in front of us in the Contarellj Chapel good composite of Caravaggio’s working space.

were alive before they were put into the church. Even it e
though we know it is not possible, we sense that we are What went on here in this cc?llar that Caravaggio “did not
close to the moment when these paintings were made. We Kow how to come out of” s probably what we would

feel that we want to leave the church immediately; we would | M5t like to know about early seventeenth-century painting.

like to locate the place and fix the moment where and when It was here, according to Bellori, that Caravaggio’s critical
these paintings were made. competitors complained with unknowing insight that Cara-

vaggio “painted all his figures in one light and on one plane
It seems perfectly natural to begin to look for Caravaggio’s without any gradations” (p. 248). In this cellar, in this pre-
studio; the feeling from the paintings makes us sure that it is sumably theatrical studio, Caravaggio won a sustaining

in the neighborhood. We almost expect to recognize some freedom for painting; one light, one plane makes a nice
of the models hanging around and to catch Caravaggio at complement to the idea of one man, one painting, realizing
work.WVT:cspecially want to sec the models in the same the inevitable individualistic thrust of Renaissance culture
room with the painting in progress because we want to see For Caravaggio’s detractors the one light was simpl t 0
them be real in two places at once, in place in the painting / - dim: they could not read the depth of his one important

and posing in front of it{We remember that Caravaggio has plane; they could not comprehend i -

made us see his ﬁcfl'as_:?:z:al, an experience altogether ~finally, they could not acknowledg

different from other painting where we have seen merely a of the planar change that

picture of rendered models. We recognize suddenly that this  the whole ground and
sense of convincing reality within a declared pictorial setting  total distance. This kin
il i )_.9 . 3 Cﬁon b z




To have been in the studio when the models were setting up
for The Martyrdom of Saint Matthew (plate 4) must have
been an unusual experience. Even Caravaggio seems to be
looking out at the action in amazement. It is very hard to
imagine how the ensemble modeling was arranged. The x-
rays give us some idea of the changes of composition and .
poses, but no idea of what idea informed the dynamics of
the organization of the ensemble and their actions. We can-
not help thinking of Veldsquez looking out from behind his
canvas in Las Meninas, but the tranquillity of his scene is
overwhelmingly tame when compared to the agitation we
imagine in Caravaggio’s studio. Still, the question we really
want to ask is where Caravaggio is when he paints. Does he
stand behind his canvas like Veldsquez and look out at his
models? It is hard to imagine him dodging about, looking
around a huge canvas at this panorama of the martyrdom;

most likely is th

i

centuries—are not what they seem. Our sense of familiarity
is confounded: do we witness references or reality? We are
convinced that the only way to know what we see in Cara-
vaggio’s painting is to lay our hands on .wha_tcvcr we see.
Here sight is reduced to enticement. This might be Caravag-
gio’s only real perversion.

After we have handled the physical objects we remember the
subjects, the figures in the paintings. We wonder if the mod-
* els run through the martyrdom scene freezing at the moment
Caravaggio shouts. Does he correct the individual poses as
he remembers Raphacl, as he remembers Titian and Tinto-
retto? How long are the exaggerated gestures held intact?
What role does Caravaggio himself play—will we find him
like Mel Brooks or Ingmar Bergman, like Fassbinder or
Fellini? The literature is not likely to yield an account of the
studio at the Eight Corners in Rome; as a result, we are
thrown back on the paintings themselves.




Here Berenson i§ wrlting‘about Pcrugi.no and Raphael, but
we have a hard time keeping Caravaggio from our thoughts:
«Art comes into existence only when we geta sense of space
pot as a void, as something merely negative, such as we cus-
romarily have, but on the contrary, as something very posi- _
ive and definite able to confirm our consciousness of being,
to heighten our feeling of vitality” (Italian Painters of the
Renaissance, vol. 2, Floventine and Central Italian Schools,
London, Phaidon, 1968, p. 88). After setting the scene for
the importance of the positive effects of space on art and
experience, Berenson notes that “space-composition is the
art which humanizes the void, making of it an enclosed
Eden, a domed mansion wherein our higher selves at last
find an abode.” He continues: “Space-composition . . . woos
us away from our tight, painfully limited selves, dissolves us
into the space presented, until at last we seem to become

its permeating, indwelling spirit . . . And now behold
whither we have come. The religious emotion . . . is pro-
duced by a feeling of identification with the universe; this
feeling, in its turn, can be created by space-composition; it
follows then that this art can directly communicate religious
emotion . . . And indeed I scarcely see by what other means
the religious emotion can be directly communicated by
painting—mark you, I do not say represented” (pp. 88—89,
90-91). ; ol ' '

st s

_ :Uﬁl'fa§lms 1s the road paved by Caravaggi

yvalls, but it could not march forward; it could not create

1ts own destiny. Without a deliberate se 1

space, painting could not become real! The road to pictorial
reality must pass through the dissolution of perimeter a
0 lead great
art toWard what we now call great painting Caravaggio’s
story is the story of how individual pictures became th
successful rivals of great altarpieces and murals.)The
agony for us is that the road in this story may turn out to be
a one-way street; we may not be able to recover some of the
magic that belonged to those inhospitable pictorial surfaces,
the altarpieces and murals of past great art.

Berenson was talking about religious emotion, but he could
just as well have been talking about illusionism and its search
for truth when he said that through the offices of space-
composition religious emotion can be directly communi-
cated rather than represented by painting. It is this direct
communication, not the representation by painting of a
convincing illusion and present sense of reality, that has
made Caravaggio as famous as he is. There is an assumption
that his realism is related to technique, that it can 2
and understood. But this assumption is itself an illusion
Botticelli, Raphael; Correggio, Titian and 1
Caravaggio; the Carracci, &
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genius of nineteenth-century art manifested in the work .of
Géricault and Manet, which in turn became the foundation
for modern painting. The conviction that the successtul
depiction of pictorial space and subject, bound to each other
as a self-contained whole, carries the necessary germ of
painting as we understand it today was born with Caravag-
gio and nurtured by Manet. Now more than ever we stand
sorely in need of both Caravaggio’s invention and Manet’s
insightfulness.

We have to understand the success of Caravaggio’s realism

in order to recognize its great differences from the painting
that surrounded it—that of Titian, Rubens, and Poussin. Of
these three, Poussin seems the most distant and the least
interesting. Classicism, with its parallel receding planes and
its sharp-focused miniaturization, makes itself somehow
beside the point. More serious issues are raised by Titian
and Rubens: they advance notions of painterliness, impres-
sionistic color, and continuous pictorial Surface, thre¢ con-

Caravaggio began modern picture making. This acknowl-
edgment gave to the painterliness, color, and surface manj
ulation that Mondrian and Pollock had inherited the addeq
dimensions needed to make these effects useful to abstrac-
tion. It is the legacy of Caravaggio’s space and Caravaggio’s
illusionism that tipped the scales decisively in favor of ab-
straction by the middle of the twentieth century.




