The Madonna of the Rosary"

In some respects Rubens and Caravaggio are unlikely bed-
fellows; nonetheless, their slight entanglement hclpéd to
create the heart of modern painting. It is safe to say that our
sense of fullness and expansiveness which we believe to be
the core of what painting is about comes from Rubens’
realization of Caravaggio’s promise. Caravaggio (fig. 7)
fused the spatial and emotional diversity of Renaissance
painting into a powerful and accessible source of pictorial
energy, and Rubens (fig. 8) quickly took advantage of Cara-
vaggio’s effort. The result was painting whose sense of
wholeness appeared to yield more than the sum of its parts.

In effect, Rubens actually did something about what every-
one at the end of the sixteenth century was worrying about:
he made something manageable and fruitful out of Roman
and Venetian painting. It was not really a synthesis; it was
more like an explosion of imaginatively perceived possibili-
ties, pushing painting out in all directions. In the process of
setting seventeenth-century art on course, Rubens kept
Caravaggio’s classicism intact; th-
Ziess of Mannerist space coherent; and'he rescued Venetian
materialism. This last effort was no mean feat. In fact, today
many applaud Rubens’ enrichment of our understanding of
Titian as a significant accomplishment, confident that the
best painting of the modern era can find sanctions in Vene-
tian painterliness. Be that as it may, Rubens took Titian’s
late work into his own hands and calmly constrained the
pulsating saturation of its vaunted brushstrokes. He put
movement and physicality into the textured surface of Vene-
tian atmosphere in a way that made the density of its glazed
color accessible to the future.

However, it may turn out that what Rubens did for Tinto-
retto and Veronese was more important than what he did
for Titian; that is, what Rubens did for the extension of
Venetian pictorial space may turn out to be more important
than what he did for Venetian color. Turner and Monet may
owe more to Rubens’ enlarged painterly space than to his
rich painterly colorism.

Nor is it an accident that Rubens picked up on the bluntness
and directness of Caravaggio’s use of oil painting technique.
More than anything Caravaggio wanted to free painting
from the frescoed restraints of architecture. He wanted the
canvas he worked on to define the limits of pictorial space;
he wanted to create the illusion of real presence in his own
“real space.” Nowhere is this more apparent than in Cara-
vaggio’s painting of the young St. John in the Capitoline
Museum. The compelling success of this painting touts flesh
that is real and painting at 1 bens could not
have missed it./When de Kooning said “Flesh was the reaso
why oil painting was invented,” he said it for the leap that
Caravaggio and Rubens made as well as for the step that
Raphael and Michelangelo could not quite take.

In the end, though, what unites Rubens and Caravaggio
more than anything else seems to be the common inspiration
both found in Raphael’s work. If we add the Transfiguration
now in the Vatican collection to the painted stanze already
in the Vatican building, we see pictorial effort in Rome that
is of such focused intensity and so fraught with painterly
possibilities that it dominates most of the work that sur-
rounded and succeeded it. Painters as wonderful as the man-
nerist Michelangelo, Rosso Fiorentino, Bronzino, Parmigi-
anino, and the Carracci had a lot to say, but when compared
with Raphael they somehow fail to speak to the heart of the



Figure 7 CARAVAGGIO
Supper at Emmaus (c. 1600—01)

Oil on canvas, 54¥% X 76% In.
Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees, The National Gallery, London
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Figurc 8 PETER PAUL RUBENS

Descent from the Cross (¢. 1610)

Oil on panel, 13 ft. 9 in. X 10 ft. 2 in.

Koninkjijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp



matter. In many respects their efforts did not cont.ributc as
much to paintihg’s subsequent growth as did the ideas that
Caravaggio and Rubens grasped in Raphael.

“In one sense Caravaggio and Ruben will always st@d out:

«_they were great builders on the past/ Out of an instinctive
sense of responsibility aboufthe nature of art, they provided
a firm pictorial base for their successors. Perhaps they knew
that thev would have to leave behind for their successors
what Raphael had left for them. In this connection we have
to assume Raphael’s paramount importance as an influence
on Caravaggio, in spite of some evidence to the contrary,
especially if we are to account for the extent of Caravaggio’s
success and the direct communication of that success to
Rubens. That is, we have to assume that both Rubens and
Caravaggio got m%wgﬁwssii%tfri-
ality, and that succeeding reforms an istractions 1n the
development of sixteenth-century painting did not confuse
them. Certainly the Caravaggio paintings of St. Matthew in
the Contarelli Chapel have an inspired clarity that harks
back to Raphael. A similar clarity in the early work of Ru-
bens sings out with praise of Raphacl.

Although Walter Friedlander soft-pedals Caravaggio’s rela-
tionship to Raphacel, merely noting in a discussion of the
Martyrdom of Saint Matthew that it is “evident here that
Caravaggio had made a careful study of Raphael’s stanze,”
we should perhaps be more aggressive about Caravaggio’s
debt to Raphael. While there is no doubt that the sources of
the Martyrdom of Saint Matthew are multiple, and in the
opinion of many distinctly Venetian, still I think we can
favor quan over Venetian sources. Raphael’s tapestry of
the Stoning of Saint Stephen, for example, is probably a good
source for some of the compositional outline of the Martyr-
dom of Saint Matthew. The two corner figures in the tapestry

are much the same as the corner figures in the Ma
' rtyrdom o
Saint Matthew, and the sprawling angels occupy roughly %

similar positions in each work. But more important, the
ersistent sense of déavu in the Saint Matthew paintings
always brings us around to Raphael.

It is not surprising that Caravaggio should quote Raphal,
md be interesting to KnOwW how @J W.h}t he Tooked
to Raphael so often. Part of th§ answer mlght lie in the .
notion of perfection. Caravagglio was exceptional as a painta
in every way, and he must have known early on that it was
in his Handé to paint perfect pictures. As he became more
conscious of his ability, he must have looked around Rome.
Painting there toward the end of the sixteenth century was
not very strong, and Raphacl would have stood out. Itis
casy to imagine Caravaggio looking to Raphael’s ideas for
excitement and inspiration, while at the same time trying to
improve on them. We get a strong sensc of Caravaggio
running his models through Raphael’s paces. It is not diffi-
cult to imagine a living tableau created in Caravaggio’s
studio after a visit to the Vatican stanze, replaying his favorit
painting of that day. e

It may seem presumptuous to think of Caravaggio toying
with Raphael rather than emulating him, but Caravaggio,
after all, was a creator and not an imitator, and it is reason-
able, given Caravaggio’s gifts and temperament, to sc¢ him
trying to pull Raphael together while attempting at the
same time to fill him out. Raphael was a great, but busy,
artist. There is a disjointedness and many-handedness ina
lot of his work that Caravaggio was bound to react to. On
the other hand, there is a spark to Raphael’s spacc-crcatiﬂg
gestures that Caravaggio would never forget.

Caravaggio’s basic drive was to perfect Raphacl, to give
coherent expression to the pictorial ideas Raphael had
splashed all over Rome. In this effort, he intended to

the promise of Renaissance painting and to effect the &
building of sixteenth-century Italian painting that seem
necessary to everyone after the death of the divine Michel"
angelo. Caravaggio instigated his redevelopment progra™
a startling and fastidious manner: he created a visual no™
for the representation of figurative reality, followed, in turm
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by an enframing technique that allowed for the coherent
containment of that reality. In this regard the obvious-ori
nality of the Narehsis in the Paf orsini and the Conver

sign of Saint Paul in Santa Maria del Popolo present them-
selves as ready examples.

Until the invention of photography, Caravaggio’s first norm
reigned as the rule for figurative representation, while his
supplemental norm reinforcing pictorial coherence still
bounds our painterly definitions of wholeness. This accom-
plishment points out that Raphael and the greatness of
Renaissance painting in general were flawed in two signifi-
cant ways.|First; T ¢s us realize that Renais-
sance painting had a hard time putting figures together.
grouping them in a convincing pictorial wa There was a
tendency to make the figures appear real one at a time, to
allow them to function individually, but no effort was made
to make them “real” together. The sense of figurative group-
ing was basically stilted, even though indivi
might appear almost natural. Second,
Renaissance pictorial space sur is1 .
needed a better method of enclosure: a more coherent, more
generous, and more flexible container. Caravaggio saw the
pictorial space in Raphael’s painting as disjointed, cpisqdic,
and dangerously thin. As a successor to Renaissance paint-
ing, Caravaggio knew he would have to provide. spatial
boundaries for painting that would be characterized by
greater coherence and freedom. He expected this emphasis
on spatial coherence to provide a more convincing, more
naturalistic grouping of figures and figurative action, and he
expected this emphasis on spatial freedom to provide a pro-
vocative, expandable sense of pictorial space—2 space that
would belong truly to painting alone, that would ensure the
freedom of painting’s singular development: a fr.cch}m from
antique sculpture, from architecture, and from (in his eyes)

the misguided Mannerist search for compositional exoticism.

Raphacl’s Transfiguration in the Vatican Pinacoteca (plate 5)
is an astounding, brilliant painting. It has been scrupulously
cleaned and now appears overilluminated by a rhapsodic,
dawn-breaking blue that reveals a mélange of figures hysteri-
cally pointing to the accomplishment of painting disguised
as the transfigured Christ. As the Vatican Transfiguration
calls our attention both to the soul of Renaissance painting
and to Raphael’s accomplishment, its agitation brings to
mind an apt opposite—Caravaggio’s Madonna of the Rosary
in Vienna (plate 6). Although the existence of pyramidal,
carousel-like qualities in the two paintings implies connec-
tion and continuity, a terrible sense of completeness accom-
panies the calm of Caravaggio’s painting, ensuring its sepa-
rateness. The aura of finality suggests that Caravaggio is
about to lower the curtain not only on his own painting,
but also on the accomplishments and joys of all sixteenth-
century painting.

There is a wistfulness in the Madonna of the Rosary that
acknowledges the end of the line. Caravaggio knows how
far he has taken Raphael and how far he has brought him-
self; the world of Renaissance painting and its antique bag-
gage have been put to rest. After 1600 returns to the antique
would risk revivalism and nostalgia. These deadly twins
would haunt seventeenth-century painting, and the measure
of great painting in that century always had to account for
their presence. In this case less was truly more, Rembrandt
being, in every sense, the best example.

The Madonna of the Rosary is basically a Janus-like, two-
faced painting. In a figurative sense its front face looks out
over its past, Renaissance painting of the sixteenth century,
and its rear face looks toward its future, toward Baroque
painting of the seventeenth century. The reason the Ma-
donna is able to accomplish this miracle is that a mirrored
version of her face masks the back of her head. When we
look at this painting we feel that if we could walk into it and
move around behind the figures posing there, we would
find their mirror images facing us! But we can never get
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behind them; the space that presents itself to us so 'm\.'ltmgly
suddenly resists penetration. ngc the nature 'of pa1:1t1:1§
spars with the nature of perception. Naturall? ;v: l\ck 0‘1)‘1/ :
prefer the situation to be more normal, less volatile.
want to move into the painting, to walk around the figures
and see what we expect to see, the backs of the figures who
were facing us and the faces of the figures who were turned
away. But Caravaggio makes sure that this does not happen.
0ufwardly he is very generous; the space is inviting, almost
real, yet Caravaggio’s illusionism remains elusive. The harder
we press to get our bearings, the more inconclusive our
readings become. By insisting on its two-facedness, the
Madonna of the Rosary remains a surface—an ambiguous one
to be sure, but still a double-sided illusion whose thinness
confounds. With a surface as slick as a transparent decal
Caravaggio contradicts the authority of chiaroscuro, re-
minding us that no matter how successful it may be, illu-
sionism is still a one-way, dead-end street.

There is another contradiction inherent in this painting; its
immense calm and composure emit conflicting signals. We
would expect the serene pictorial effect of the Madonna of
the Rosary to present a coherent message, with a warm,
understandable afterglow. In the end this may actually hap-
pen, but before we can feel this we have to unscramble the
painting’s forward, searching glances: we have to face the
unpleasant problems of architecture and sculpture. In them-
selves they are enough of a trial for painting, but in the
sixteenth century they were weighted with the adornment of
zﬁfluc idealism, making the life of painting even more diffi-

In the Madonna of the Rosay i
%y Caravaggio f: -
lems head on. The result is a beau e R

; tiful base ‘entee

Century painting to build on, and e
able than in the work of Rubens,
SUIprising when we recall thae R

Of course, this is hardly
well helped find this particular p

u_bcps and other painters as
aInting a home in Antwerp.

But what is more important for us, the Madonna of the Ro-
sary reaches beyond the seventeenth century, speaking di-
rectly to painting today abouF fullness and vqlumct Caravag.
gio must have seen that the biggest problcrp n Rapljnacl’s 1
work lay in the silhouette-like character of its figuration,
Raphaci’s figures function as trorppe-l’oml cutouts, bright
on the front with a blank, black side turned away from the
viewer[This means that painting before Caravaggio was

lot darker and flatter than we had perceived it to be. This
realization might help to explain why we feetl th:at in the
process of rounding out painting, Caravaggio did not create
anywhere near the amount of darkness that his contempora-
ries imagined. In fact, we are more inclined to believe that

his chiaroscuro effects may have actually lightened seven-
teenth-century painting.

In effecy, Caravaggio was trying to create a greater sense of
leSpace between his figures, and at the same time to
illuminate that newly created space with reflected light from

the hidden but brilliantly rounded back sides of these fig-
ures? This effort creates an open, lit spaciousness in which
pigment and gesture can perform without limits, a space
that is real enough to allow Caravaggio’s confrontational
modg of address to seem plausible. This is important because
cven.m great painting preceding Caravaggio, such as that of
Botticelli and Rogier van der Weyden, silhouetted thinness

ar}d a h@den, unperceived darkness sometimes distance
pictorial impact.

V}\ihcn Caravaggio relit the half-rounded, silhouette-like
character of sixteenth-century figuration, he revealed the

uni < e A
'queness of painting, Painting is always face forward,
always confro

it Badntapqnal. There' is no reverse or back side to
iy : o paintings (that s, paintings that are lcssvthaﬂ
ood Owd be) are bland and dark on the reverse, while
gnsurcP :}:lginfis Pmiithcm§dvcs miraculously inside out 0
selves movin ;\:ar ;OOkmg Prcseﬂ@ as we imagine our-
P e Vicwir t(:lun. them. Good paintings always seem ©
them to test thej ilirllm'g effordessly as we tr y to slip behind
I tlusionism. But more than that, from any



Platc s RAPHAEL

The Transfiguration (1518—20)

Oil on panel, 13 ft. 3% in. X 9 fr. 1%2 in.
Pinacoteca, Vatican Museums, Rome



Platc 6 CARAVAGGIO

The Madonna of the Rosary (c. 1605—07)
Oil on canvas, 11 ft. 1% in. X 8 ft. 4 in.
Kunsthistorisches Muscum, Vienna



Plate 7 ANNIBALE CARRACCI
The Assumption of the Virgin (€. 1600—01)

Qil on pancl, 96716 X 61 in.
Church of S. Maria del Popolo, Rome
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Plate 8 MaRATTA

Immaculate ( ‘onception (1686)
Fresco in Cybo Chapel

Church of' S. Maria del Popolo, Rome



vantage point the hidden and apparently blank parts of good
painting never appear lifeless or dark. Great ainting creates
space and spreads the light. "“P\

T

The background of the Madonna of the Rosary dominates the
painting. It takes over the top third of the painting, where a
huge red drape obviously alluding to antique sculpture is
tied around an equally large fluted column alluding, we
assume, to antique architecture. What are we to make of
these allusions to the antique? Our most immediate reaction
makes us wonder why the structural core of the painting
refers to sculpture and architecture rather than to painting.
It is true that references to the antique are bound to exclude
painting, since few concrete examples of antique painting
have survived, but we feel something more purposeful hap-
pening here than exclusion by circumstance.

Although it may be a little hard to see in reproductions, the
molding running under and behind the red drape descri
a curved wall as the painting’s background, This niche clearly
reinforces the sculptural emphasis of the painting and lends
some support to our notion of the painting’s desire to both
pivot and turn itself inside out, in much the same way as a
hand-held playing card bent into a cylinder might wish ’to
spin and then to snap itself back and forth from convexity to
concavity. The niche is a touch of Caravaggio at h1§ very
best, using the artificial to enhance the real.In addition,
alerts us to what has happened to painting’s relationship

to architecture and sculpture. Before agd during t.hc SIX-
teenth century, painting was at the service of architecture,
decorating its walls and adorning its altars. But here in th'c
Madonna of the Rosary architecture appears to be a ﬁg_ur?tlvc
rather than a literal background for the activity of painting.
The message is clear: pictorial concerns come first. In fact,
they may now have become the only concerns. The 'decora-
tive, ornamental, and spatial encroachments of arChltCCtll(er
are really done away with, simply absorbed into the b_a_Cy =
ground. The presence of architecture, once a com‘pcgltl;( ?,
patronizing reality, is turned into a fiction of scenic bac

dro.ps. In a way, Caravaggio put architecture back into its
antique place. Roman domestic wall painting culled many of
its architectural backgrounds and enframements from stage
designs, and Caravaggio seems to have sensed this link; in
any event it appears that he deliberately dimmed architecture
with artificial lighting and moved it backstage so that it
would not interfere with pictorial drama.

To put Caravaggio’s argument with architecture into exag-
gerated relief, we simply have to compare the Madonna of
the Rosary with almost any coherent section from the ceili
of the Sistine Chapel or the Farnese Gallery. The calm and
dignity that Caravaggio won for painting, to say nothing of
the uniqueness and power of its self-contained pictoriality,
stand out as an eloquent statement against the frenzied, self-
mutilating contortions that Michelangelo and Annibale
Carracci forced painting to perform in the service of archi-
¢ cel re, they
do not seem to have been accessible to the development of
painting in the way that the Madonna of the Rosary was. For
example, everything great in nineteenth-century French
painting from David to Manet seems to have been touched
by the Madonna’s pointing finger and the Christ Child’s
pleased glance.

Again, Caravaggio’s assertion is clear: illusionism is to be
the servant of reality, not of illustrational virtuosity; but the
quality of the competition raises doubts. Can we really dis-
miss Michelangelo and Annibale out of hand? There is
pictorial power on the Sistine and Farnese ceilings, but it
lies there inaccessible and untapped. Is this the price that
painting must pay for deferring to the decorative and illu-
sionistic needs of architecture, or is it just circumstance? Was

_Caravaggio merely an alternative, or did he indeed point to

a better way?

33  The Madonna of the Rosary



Part of the answer might lie in the red drape hangmg over
the head of the Madonna of the Rosary—a stone curtain can-
tilevered over the head of painting. Caravaggio knew that -
sculpture dogged painting in much the same way that arfhx-
tecture did; he knew that real freedom and a real future for
painting could be found only in the creation of its own
space. But he also knew that within that new space, §culp-
ture—both antique and medieval—was still making its pres-
ence felt. It secemed to be a question of making the figures in
sixteenth-century painting relate to each other in a convinc-
ing, pictorial, nonsculptural way. In Raphael, for example,
the figures still stand separate from cach other even though
there is a purposeful attempt to weave them together in a
manner reminiscent of antique sculpture. We get the feeling
that Raphacl had the serpentine gestures of Laocoin in mind
to tie his subjects together. This separateness in Raphael was
a restatement in newer terms of a problem that had existed
in, say, Botticelli and Crivelli, where we feel the individualiz-
ing presence of medieval painted sculpture so strongly.

These sculptural connections did not hurt painting in any
serious way, but they did distance it from the viewer, and
one suspects from its makers also. To get things right, Cara-
vaggio made a big leap. In the Madonna of the Rosary he
created the standards for classic composition. He must have
realized that the biggest problem was not the cold hardness
of sculpture, or its inertness, or its limited potential for
movement and expression. Sculpture’s problem, rather, was
a limiting individuality, an inherent oneness, which restricted
the possibilities for successful grouping. Sculpture was lim-
ited by its inability to be more than one thing, to do more
than set one scenc. Caravaggio could not have helped notic-
mg_t!mat story telling in stone had to resort to relief and re-

sarcophagi and triumphal columns re

and dramatic inadequacies of sculpture,

But more than anything ¢fse Caravaggi
something equally inadequate about the late sixt,

tury practice of painting, es ciall
in the studio, Somcthing e Sabout theisse off models
rom

sculpture and from the modcl’must ha.vc s'cemed misguided.
Perhaps he was struck by the fact that it did not make much
difference whether the models were flesh or stone; the results
were always the same—that is, the paintings were dominated
by scparafc images apparently compressed a’P-L”;‘:Q-Pm.td\
rather than successfully woven into a whole. Laintings woulq
inevitably be awkward and artificial if they were put together
one piccé, one gesture, ONe person, one statue at a time,
especially if they had to accommodate themselves to a setting
determined by measured perspective. Caravaggio sensed

that the figurative action within the painting had to be co-
herent from the beginning. He also knew that what went on
within the painting had to be plausible and engaging out-
side of the painting—that is, outside of its surface /He
understood the projective imperative of pictorial drama.
Perhaps Caravaggio was trying to highlight tlic differences
in pictorial impact between Venetian and Roman painting
by deliberately contrasting the public character of formal
theater scen in Tintoretto and Veronese with the private
character of cabaret theater created in his own studio.

How did Caravaggio enframe a “living theater” in which we
sce paint and feel flesh? We can only guess. The models
seem to be crucial: Caravaggio was successful in making his
models perform, making them do something more than
n?crcly pose. The result was a happy one—convincing picto-
rial drama emitting a powerful psychological resonance. We
are easily engulfed by Caravaggio’s painting because the
models we see in front of ys acknowledge themselves and
cac_h other. We sense a living group rather than individuals
artificially assembled to tel] 5 story. This togetherness at the
€xXpense of separateness accounts for the stunning quality of
the Madonna of the Rosary. We feel that we can merge effort:
lessly into the picture, into any body that presents itself to
our attention, Every glance out of the picture is inviting,
and every bit of eye contact within the painting is supportiv¢

and reassuring. This is a painting of enormous stability and
generosity,
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; nodels that would have
he models live many roles in the
Madonna of the Rosary: they are saints, they are themselves,
they are their own creators, they are their own auds
and best of all, if we just look, they are w: ere we feel the
true liberation provided by art. We can sense being some-
thing, someone, other than ourselves. We feel, as well, that
if our eyes are alert and our senses are fully functional we
can glean understanding, perhaps even knowledge, from
painting.

Caravaggio found a way,
impressed even Manet.

Rubens was probably the greatest student of Italian painting
we will ever encounter. It seems reasonable to assume that
he got the basic message of Caravaggio’s painting in Rome.
Caravaggio said that painting in the sixteenth century, great
as it may have been, was compromised by a spatial sensibility
that was accommodating and artificial, rather than indepen-
dent and real. Artists before Caravaggio made space in which
they could tell a story or set an action, but the pictorial
space only lived to tell that story or to contain that particular
action. In effect, they came up with illustrational accommo-
dations that seemed limited to each depicted event—a uscful
technique, but not a functional pictorial sensibiliry le
of flexibility and expansion. In a word ixteenth-century
Italian painting, Roman or Venetian, was always limited to
the actual surface it worked on—fresco, slate, panel, or
canvas. Caravaggio liberated painting from its literal surface
and made pictorial sp surface for his action, for his
pigmented figuration This is the spring _
modern painterliness. We can see it developing in the Chiesa
Nova in Rome (fig. 9), where as a young man Rubens at-
tacked the problem of establishing his painterly identity not
once but twice, first on canvas and then on slate, in what
now seems like a determined effort to both dissolve and
surround the surface of sixteenth-century Iralian painting
with a holographic imprint of pigment.

Caravaggio’s ability to convince us that he was able to paint
on a suspended imaginary surface rather than on a literal,
anchored one is probably what endears him most to our
modern sensibility. Here he speaks to abstract painting.
What painting wants more than anything else is workin
space—space to grow with and expand into{pictorial space
that is capable of direction and movement, pictorial spa
that encourages unlimited orientation and extension\ Paint-
ing does not want to be confined by boundaries of edge and
surface. It knows from the experience of Caravaggio that if

its working space is perceived as real and palpably present,

the depicted action %ﬂhwpw
move and breathe. This is why Caravaggio appears so casual

and untroubled, and Annibale Carracci so tormured and ———

.@Wgﬁkncw that a live, real, extendable, and
expandable pictorial space would absorb anything. The

competing critical issues of the day, naturalism and idealism,
did not mean so much to him; he could entertain both issues
with ease. He had plenty of room at his fingertips.

If we backtrack a bit to Raphael’s Deposition in the Borghese
Gallery (fig. 10), we can see the interests of Rubens and
Caravaggio coming together again. This is in many ways a
typical Renaissance painting. It has an antique cast to its
atmosphere and a somewhat symmetrical and linear feel to
its organization, but the dominant feeling here is a very
painterly one. We could do worse than guess that Caravag-
gio and Rubens were very attracted to this quality in
Raphael’s work. Certainly the most striking thing about
Raphael’s Deposition is a painterliness revealed by the sus-
tained chiaroscuro effect of the figuration. This is a very rich
painting; there is a full gestural expressiveness that sweeps
back and forth across the panel. The splendor of figurative
definition is augmented by a surfeit of color, and this in turn
reinforces the painting’s compositional armature in a re-
fined, powerful way. The color travels from one edge of the
painting to its opposite, holding up Christ’s dead body on
one side while on the other it successfully blends the sup-
porting cast of figures into a blue-green landscape.
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Figure 9 PETER PAUL RUBENS
Madonna among a Glory of Angels (1608)
Oil on slates

Church of S. Maria in Vallicella, Rome
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Figurc 10 RAPHAEL

The Deposition (1507)

Oil on panel, 72Y5 X 69Y4 in.
Galleria Borghese, Rome
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In fact,mccolorindnispaintingissodominantandso
visible that it reminds us that color was not the sole prerog-
ative of the Venetians during the sixteenth century. This
painting and the Madonna of the Rosary are good examples
of the fact that Rubens was forcefully exposed to color in a
way that was compellingly different from his early experience
with Titian. It is safe to say that what might be called Ro-
man color—the substantial color of Raphael and Caravag-
gio—combined with Rubens’ innate fluidity is one of the
things that made Rubens’ early work so special. It is tempt-
ing when we grasp these influences to see Rubens as the last
great Roman painter, but in the end it is probably simpler
and more accurate to call him the last great Italian painter.

It is in the Deposition’s dramatic figurative grouping that
Raphacl points to the future, engaging the best of his suc-
cessors such as Rubens, Caravaggio, and Géricault. In the
(%W@h“l dismisses the Renaissance.
is essentially outmoded, naively depicted area of the Dep-
osition shows us something that is probably lost forever to
Mw@m fore-
ground dirt slips like a carpet under a host of planted feet
and gradually rises to the horizon, transposing itself al
the way into a mossy medieval lawnlHere Raphael provides
an clegant tic between foreground and background, making
the weeds and wildflowers thart align themselves across the
bottom of the painting catch in scale the trees and crosses
outlined against the horizor{ Tt is a pity that this kind of
oscillating depth and incongruous detailing have disap-
peared from painting; it appears we believe with Vasari that
it is the drama of figurative action rather than the subtlety of
sgatial perception that made Renaissance painting so grip-
ping. At least, this is what comes through in Géricaults
copy of the Deposition, where Raphael’s weeds are among
the first things to disappear. Yet Rubens, untroubled by
Géricault’s modifications, must have sensed Raphacl asa
source of Caravaggio’s insight that complete pictorial drama
must express the integration of spatial and figurative vitality.

But somchow pictorial space fs always pcrcci\'cd b\ us as a
problem for Rubens. He is often damned with praise asa
great designer. His facility seems almost to have bccn. a
handicap; his line and his brushstroke, as sure and as inven-
tive as anv that have ever graced a surface, seem to be able
to manipillatc space but not to create it. The mature figura-
tive paintings of Rubens seem spauaﬂ:\' con\'cnnonal.—all.
the more so coming from the hand of such a powerful artist.
It is almost as if we want to hold it against Rubens that he
did not paint the Raft of the “Medusa” (fig. 11), even though
it is obvious that Géricault could not have done it without
Rubens’ example and inspiration. The conventional descrip-
tion of Géricault’s painting as half-Caravaggio and half-
Rubens does not entirely miss the point. Rubens really had
everything necessary to make this kind of painting, but he
could not quite bring himself to rack and test pictorial space

the way Caravaggio and Géricault were able to when the
necessity arose.

Another important aspect of Rubens’ painting has to do
with our perception of reality in painting. Once Rubens
steps into his own domain in his middle and late paintings
he begins to dig into the heart of this matter, separating
himself decisively from Italian painting. in The Miracles of
Saint Francis Xavier and The Miracles of Saint Ignatius of
Lfyolu (see plates 11 and 12) a confident, purposeful “artifi-
ciality” drives painting, creating a pictorial power that chal-
lenges us but somehow fails to win us over. Perhaps this is
bccfmsc we are still emotionally attached to sixteenth-century
Italian painting, which at its best displays moments of

poignant, palpable reality that we cannot experience any-
where else.

Raphacl and Caravaggio bracket artists such as Correggio,
f‘\ndrca del Sarto, and the Carracci. They all have one thing
In common: an ability to reach us without raising any
doubts about what art or painting should be. With Rubens
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Figure 1 THEODORE GERICAULT
The Raft of the “Medusa” (1818—19) :
Oil on canvas, 16 ft. 1 in. x 23 ft. 6 in.
Musée dy Louvre, Paris
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this never happens. Although he can be very r.novm‘gj, C\’Cfl
provocative, we feel that he is always clal?omnng an col?
trolling the action; it never just happens in front of us. ot
some reason Rubens stepped back at the hcnght. of his pow-
ers and took a critical look at both Italian painting and his
own vouthful ambitions. He then decided to move away
from it all. In Antwerp, he began quietly to carve art from
the granite of his own pictorial imagination rather than
from the Iralianate marble of real presence.

The God-like nature of creation in painting resides in the

ability to make a painting that has enough lifelike qualities
J o keep it alive. In the best moments of sixteenth-century
Iralian painting, there were always enough of these moments
to make it clear that projective reality was the goal of paint-
ing and that the job of the artist was to effect successful self-
effacement, both of his personality and his craft./This; T
seems obvious, is the nature of pictorial illusionism—to
make the action surrounded and created by painting seem

real, and to make the creator of that action and activity
seem remote.

as always wanted to be real, and by 1600 in Italy it
had the means to do it. It had possession of a convincing
illusionism. In the face of this accomplishment, Rubens
chose to stress artificiality at the expense of reality. He delib-
crately called attention to himself and his craft and then set
out on a desperate adventure. His endeavor was sparked by
the realization that he was undoubtedly the first artist to
have seen and understood enough real art, other than his
own, to allow his perceptions of art to compete seriously

with his perceptions of reality. He believed he could bring
to the activity of paintin
rival the depicted reali

g i§61f an imagination that would
ty Italian painting had brought to the

ovcrc&m_c@,—L

Esscntla”\ ubens came to bclicvc that hC Could make l
aINting a ut pailltin (0] Sup It 1 1 te t. <
- PO hlS mten 10N,
S hc Calltd

Imagination broader than any that had
emerged from the sixteenth century (and this was not a

cenfun.-We must reme :
“orked to create painting based on the reality gamcre_d
from other paintings and al§o based on 'wh'at he perceived o
be the reality drawn from his own actuvity in the process of

making paintingy The results of his effort have yielded much
of our definition of great painting.

Painting before Rubens had a basic conventional notion_of
realitv—the existence of a significant contemporary or his-
torical event that painting could capture. There Was never
any attempt in Italian painting to suggest that ulnmatcl)' the
actual event depicted had not been decisively and impor-

tantlv real. In Rubens this core was abandoned; the connec-
tion was broken.| From Rubens on, z
carry an extra burden: meaningful expression and emotion

would have to be based on an enlargement of the artist’s
imagination, not simply on an honest attempt at a connec-

Botticelli or Caravaggio; rather, he would feel compelled to
give us a “moving” picture of Christ in
bens, Velisquez, and Manet. fic would have to accoun
expressively for the known totality of the pictorial
can see that this trade-off—the historic past for the pict
rial past—is no great bargain for the painter: one problem
atic idea of the past is simply substituted for anothe
1600 rc;%lity would be doomed to revelation by n
1llustrat1.on rather than by the creation of palp;lbl presence,
and reality’s pictorial future would depend on thy artistic
gblhty to raise illustration to the level of art. Hert fate pla."Cd
Into ic waiting hands of Rubens; with his genjus we wit-
ness illustration being raised above the level of/rt.

A nice example of what Rubens’ break with
bility meant to the future of paintj
parison of Rubens’ copy
Géricaults copy :
wonderful trans

of Caravaggio’s Esftombinent with
of the same painting. ®ubkns® painting is 3
Position which creates3 s nall, compact oll
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oketch out of @ large, dramatic tour M is working
' pamting abOUt paINTINg, TIOTWIth, as had been the case

w1

Y pefore, painting following paintmﬂng we no-
ice is a difference in atmosphere and feeling. It is not that
there 1s any lessening of emotional contact or involvemegt,
or a wandering of religious attention; it is simply that the
sources of emotion and religious feeling are taken for
granted to ljg4 gglo’s painting, not in Christ’s en-
rombment.(Here we see the use of artificial pictorial sources,
sources based on the reality that can be found in a painting
rather than on actual experience, past or present.

Géricault’s work resembles what we would call a copy. But
here Géricault seems to be doing something more than
practicing; there is an effort to capture the intensity and
drama of Caravaggio’s Entombment for himself. Géricault
feels a need to test Caravaggio’s space to see if it is as real, as
electric and accessible, as it seems. In a sense all artists have
to do what Géricault did before they can execute the license
of Rubens. They have to check back, to touch base with
Italian painting; they have to make sure that they can recog-
nize pictorial reality.

Some broad questions about painting arise from this discus-
sion about Rubens and Caravaggio. Why should we worry
so much about painting at the beginning of the scvcntccpth
century? What can painting today hope to find in the paint-
ing of Caravaggjo and Rubens? And finally, why do I put so
much emphasis on the spatial character of these pamtmgs?
The answers and, in some sense, the origins of the questions
themselves lie in the churches of Rome. In these churchcs.
painting makes itself felt in a way that painters—really artists
of any kind—s; cannot ignoreZStanding in the middle
Chiesa Nova, the artist cannot help but ask himself, “Why

donTmy pamtmgs look like this—like Barocci, Caravaggio;
d Rubens>»

Consider painting today—Chia, Clemente, and Cucchi;
Frankenthaler, Noland, and Olitski; Francis, Kelly, and
Your!german. Are they really different from Barocci, Cara-
vaggio, and Rubens, and more important, are the differences
among them as meaningful as the differences among Bar-
occi, Caravaggio, and Rubens? The answers are probably
affirmative: yes, painters today are different, and yes, the
differences among painters today are meaningful and inter-
esting. The big difference, the one we seem to have the
hardest time adjusting to, lies in the way we are forced to
look at these artists—the difference between our museums
and their churches. However uninspired their churches are,
they are never as ugly as our museums. We become aware of
something ironic in this situation: the artists we praise, the
artists who helped make it possible to have an art of the
museums, the artists who gave us the great art of the seven-
teenth century, are the ones who indirectly made an end to
the church as a natural repository for art. The better the
artist (for example, Caravaggio and Rubens), the more they

created their own space, literally and fi ively, at the
expense of the space of the church.ﬁeg%vzm
example, Carlo Maratta or Pietro da Cortona), the more
they attempted t6 accommodate painting to the realities

church space.

In a way, the churches of Rome prepare the way for the
demise of seventeenth-century Italian painting. We can al-
ready trace in these churches the dissolution of sixteenth-
century Iralian painting’s spatial clarity, in whose place we
see a morass of illustrational muralism that almost automati-
cally denies any possibility of real pictorial presence. The
only possible presence seems to be a theatrical on¢,/The
search for pictorial drama lies at the heart of the Baroque
sensibility, but in seventeenth-century Italian painting the
growth of mere dramatic presence and florid illustrat.lonal :
technique showed just how fragile and vulnerable this sensi-
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: 4o sigh-
century pictorial space ffad beco Tlic rn
the sores of decoration and illustration but it is wol no

sce a simifar pathology dcvcl(‘)pl.ng in ic
space of twenticth-century abstraction. The limited, difficult
space of Kandinsky, Malevich, Mondrian, Pgllock, and
Newman has degencrated into the sclf-cﬁ'acmg, a.lmost non-
pictorial space of 1970s abstraction. Recent painting appears
to have resolved spatial problems in such a way Fhat various
unruly elements, such as the boxy depth of Cubism, the '
constricted linearity of nonobjective painting, and the opti-
cal flatness of hard-edge painting, have been tidied up by a
burst of illustrative superficiality. The result is an easy-to-
read, inert space, refined by a heavily pigmented surface and
cropped to convenient but often intensely a-pictorial shapes.
As if this were not enough, whatever spatial vitality is left is
rendered oppressively dull by the application of close-valued
color. These paintings have surface coherence at the expense
of pictorial energy.

Some of the best abstract painting of the last twenty years is
beginning to betray itself as a direct descendant of the illus-
trative surface decoration so profusely produced by Carlo
Maratta, Pietro da Cortona, apnd Lchx %iordan@ %he prim,
decorative presentation of acrylicpaimron tidy rectangles is
probably what has made so many young artists dislike what
they call formalist abstraction. Their diagnosis may not be
all that bad, but their suggestions for treatment seem to do
little for the patient. The interesting thing is that sometimes
in ic midst of manipulating contrived messages, young
painters create pictorial awkwardnesses that do not totally
echo the compositional norms of modern painting; that is
thcy.do with petulant, naive energy what “courageous.” ,
studied formalist experimentation is supposed to be doing,
vBVl::h tl:l::,c arr:](:,st formali§t abstraction is so hc.avily edited

as shears in order to find the picture, to create

that ineffable consensual sense of wh(?lcncss, _that It is not
hard to imagine the awkwar'd,. potqnmlly fruitful parts being
thrown away. In any event, 1t 1s p_amful to see some of the
most powerful and promismg painterly tcchm,qu?ts of the
1960s transformed into a fashionable trompe Pocil spatter
which now merely measures the depth of pigmented gels.

[lustration has always been the casy way to cplist auc‘licncc
sympathy. It is the easy way to bccprpc an artist, but it is an
almost impossible way to make paintings. We should bear
this in mind when our excitement soars in front of thF heady
displays of current International Expressionism. Rca]1§t
painting today is built on a retrograde basc'of Surrcahg
illusionism. The incongruity-based illustrational technique
that is so deftly and so extensively wielded today in the name
of realism still yields a pictorial space that is less challenging
and less original than that of recent abstraction.

Nonetheless, a provincialism has crept into abstract painting
in America, and those who believe that they are both right
and advanced may be digging their own graves. What some
foresaw as an embarrassment of riches is turning out to bea
plethora of trinkets. The new, recent abstraction of the 1980s
is unfortunately different from the old, post—World War II
abstraction; the spatial impoverishment of the former has
become a serious problem. Normally abstraction considers
fluctuation in quality its only real problem, but it appears
now that the whole nature of the enterprise is being sub-
verted, undermined by a fundamental weakness.

Much of abstract painting today
fullness and mobility of the pict
mistaken effort to locate
nique, thus fulfilling the
mon definition of

has lost touch with the
pictorial space of the past ina
art in the novel exclusivity of tech-
most (and probably lowest) com*
abstract painting(Which suggests that

T nowledge of how to

& mess; Just as serious is the admission
cing made which are like a piece of
ent of a section of a painted sur-
new suburban abstraction is just

that todav 1 n

something; an enframem
face; in fact, most of the
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that—a piece of an cffort to make a painting. What we are
Jeft with is @ lot of work which almost by self-definition

is less than whole. In addition, this simple glorification of
technique and materials feeds the growth of an academic
outlook: knowledge of how to do something is substituted
for knowledge of what to do. This kind of confusion just
increases the difficulties for abstraction.

In a way this argument may sound ungenerous, but some-
thing emerges from the churches in Rome that speaks di-
rectly to the genius of the great painting of the seventeenth
century and at the same time to the struggles of twentieth-
century abstraction. The same voice that told seventeenth-
century painting to stick close to the ground, to avoid the
dizzying heights of illustration, exhorts twentieth-century
abstraction to break out of its spatial cocoon. It suggests
that Caravaggio and Rubens, for instance, threaten to over-
whelm modern abstraction, noting that in one vitally impor-
tant way, modern painting lags behind the seventeenth cen-
tury: it is spatially underdeveloped. Nowhere do we see
enough of Caravaggio’s dramatic spaciousness and composi-
tional wizardry. Nowhere do we see pigment driven to de-
scribe and manipulate space in the way that Rubens did over
and over again.

By 1970 abstract painting had lost its ability to create spacc.
In a series of withdrawals, it began to illustrate the space It
had once been able to create. The space in abstract painting,
in a certain sense, became more advanced—more a_bstracltt,
if that is possible. It was no longer available to feeling, either
emotional o literal. This fulfilled one of modernism’s great
dreams: the space in painting became available. to cyesnght
alone, but unfortunately not to eyesight in a Rlctonal sense,
but to eyesight in a literary sensc. In a word, it became
available to the eyesight of critics rather than that of artists,
to the critical, cv:aluative faculty rather than the plCtOl‘lal,

creative faculty. This means that the tendency that developed
in American abstract painting after 1970 is antithetical to
everything that the great painting of the past stands for.
This development is probably casiest to comprehend in
spatial terms: what we are left with is illustrated space which
we read; what we have lost is created space which we could
feel. Put simply, the pictorial space of abstraction has ac-
quired artificiality at the expense of reality. This is a mock
echo of the genius of Rubens, who was the first painter to
dare to be deliberately artificial. He raised the level of the
mechanical activity and accomplishment of painting to
heights which allowed it to compete with viewers’ percep-
tions of pictorial reality. In a sense, he believed with Picasso

chatgaisalicroclle prca S

The biggest problem for abstraction is not its flatness, artic-
ulated by brittle, dull, bent acrylic edges and exuding a
debilitating sense of sameness, unbearably thin and shallow,
although this is serious enough. Even more discouraging is
the illustrational, casily readable quality of its pictorial ef-
fects. What abstraction promised in the sixties, it did not
deliver in the seventies. The engaging Mannerist space of
Noland’s offset chevrons (fig. 12) and beach chair stripes
moved on to the proto-Baroque, infinitely controllable, but
sometimes inert space of Olitski’s Acqua Gel textures (fig.
13). This change is equivalent in quality as well as spatial
dynamics to the one we see in Santa Maria del Popolo in
Rome—the change from Annibale Carracci’s Assumption of
the Virgin (plate 7) to Carlo Maratta’s Immaculate Conception
(plate 8). Let us hope that the sterile fingers in Maratta’s
painting point the way out of the darkness. The finger
pointing up to his source, Raphael, would not be a bad
start: if Raphael could get Rubens and Caravaggio—and the
rest of the great painters of the late sixteenth century, for
that matter—off the ground, perhaps he can help us.

Part of the trouble that abstraction finds itself in today is
not entirely of its own making. Abstract painting has always
been flawed by spatial conservatism. As it abandoned some
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Figure 12 KENNETH NOLAND
17th Stage (1964)

Acrylic on canvas, 93%2 X 80V2in.
Virginia Muscum of Fine Arts, Richmond
Gift of Sydney and Frances Lewis



Figurc 13 JULES OLITSKI

Radical Love 8 (1972)

Waterbase acrylic on canvas, 98 X 42 in.
Private collection



of the mechanics of representation in the bf:gim?mg of thc.
twenticth century, abstraction became cautious in 1ts manip-
ulation of pictorial space. It did not want to loqk awsz.lrd
or appear to be falling off the wall. Tt is interesting th.at in
the churches of Rome we find none of this self-consc1oqs-
ness. A church like the Chiesa Nova has confident painting,
characterized by spatial freedom and invention. There Cara-
vaggio, Rubens, Barocci, and even Pietro da Cortona are a
delight to our eyes, as well as to all our other senses.

The point is that abstraction today seems bound by an innate
niggardliness of vision. It looks for support to Hofmann,
Pollock, Newman, and Louis, and occasionally it has fits of
insight which lead it all the way back to Matisse, Kandinsky,
and Mondrian. But the truth is that these models have not
been put to good enough use. It has become obvious that
when today’s abstract artist searches for a painting within
the expanse of the pigment he has manipulated, he sees only
the ordered, neat, and readable space that abstraction has
derived from Cubism and Impressionism, two bastions of
pictorial conservatism, two movements in which pictorial
space is never awkward or convoluted—hence two move-
ments in which the space is ordered and coherent, endearing
itself to literary taste, which dotes on consistent, readable
pictorial space. In a way, great as he was, this extraneous
critical reflex is what hurt Berenson. It was not the incon-
gruity of subject matter, as he thou
9f pictorjal space that aggravated him in Caravaggio’s paint-
ing. Hc_ mstmqwcly sensed the problematic nature of the
i e e Sl g s
pate critical accolades. has mananzg ; tol G sniente
itself to the neatness (’)f literary : SlImP Lp taminodar:
T Esscnt:\ taste. It cannot sec the space
- Bssentially, abstract art has rendered

itself space-blind in order to assure its visibility to an audj-
ence that can only read. 7

ght, but the incongruity

The trouble in which recent abstractiop finds its.elf? 1ts in-
ability to project a real sense of space, 1s.r0(?tcd In its subser-
vience to the surface and spatial continuity implied by Im-
pressionism. In order to guarantee 1tsclf. th‘c complctcncs§
and wholeness that defines or better delimits art, abstraction
has shunned reality—that is, it has shunned real, created
space in favor of artificial, illustrated spac. Thc answer to
this problem is not a return to convcntlona.l 1llusx‘omst-1c
space, to Albertian perspective; but some kl.l'ld qf turning
around is in order. Certainly invention and inspiration are
called for. In the aid of inspiration and invention, we could
look in two places. One effort that needs to be reexamined
is the best abstract painting of the 1950s and 1960s. The
other place that would give us a good start for rethinking
the essence and import of pictorial space would be the Rome
of Caravaggio, Rubens, and the Carracci around 1600, in
what might be called Freedberg Country.
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