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aravaggio’s life shows that truth
can certainly be stranger than
fiction, and it is astounding that
he produced such a body of original and
innovative work during a period when he
seems to have been fearful for his life.
Something of this fraught lifestyle is
evoked in a written description of the
artist’s Messina period, by a commentator,
Susinno, who described Caravaggio as a
‘lunatic’, ‘going armed [and] ‘more like
a mercenary than a painter’. We should
never forget that Caravaggio, the renegade
painter, was just as adept with the sword
as the brush, and maybe for him the
business of painting was more like a duel
than a craft. This incompatibility between
the painter and the swordsman tempts one
to raise a smile. You want to retain this
serio-comic image of Caravaggio, working
on such paintings as the Raising of Lazarus
and warding off potential assailants at
sword point whilst blocking in a figure
with the other hand. It’s a nice thought,
but the truth is that Caravaggio had
sufficient protection from the great and
good to enable him to produce deeply
meditated essays on life and death,
relatively free from turbulence. Nonetheless, the ceaseless agitation of this painter’s mind can be seen in such canvases as
the Raising of Lazarus, where Christ’s outstretched arm seems to suggest damnation rather than salvation, more in
accord with the punitive iconography of
Last Judgements than images of redemption. Here is Lazarus, right hand pathetically reaching up towards the light
emanating from Christ in the upper
register, but note that Lazarus’ left hand
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reaches downwards to the earth, fingers
groping for a skull that rests on the
ground in the darkness; a symbol of the
inevitable process of decay, perhaps?
Significantly, Caravaggio seems actually
to witness this eschatological drama, since
what could be his own features are visible
behind the gaping followers of Christ.
Like a Renaissance festaiuolo, a figure who
comments on the action whilst being part
of it, Caravaggio seems both to exist in this
world, and yet be apart from it. And like
Lazarus in the painting, he seems indecisive about his spiritual destination, neither
rising upwards towards salvation, nor
sinking down into the shadows of the
eternally damned material world.
Other paintings in the National Gallery’s exhibition (23 Feb–22 May, 2005)
illustrate the idea of physical matter that
drags the soul down into the world of
the flesh. In these paintings, flesh seems
resilient, supple and alive, as if affirming
its right to rule over the insubstantial
realm of spirit with which the paintings
are supposedly concerned. Compare the
haggard, crossed figure of Lazarus with
the piteous, gaunt body of St Andrew,
hanging on his cross in the Crucifixion of
St Andrew (Cleveland Museum of Art). You
observe how Andrew’s body sags earthwards, and what is one to make of that
strange, inexplicable anatomical detail, a
belt of flesh that rises up from the saint’s
breast cage, loops over his stretched right
arm and disappears into the darkness?
Caravaggio seems to have devised this odd
detail to emphasise the agony of the saint
since it cruelly binds Andrew more firmly
to his cross. This fascinating section of
flesh brings to mind Rembrandt’s Dead Ox,
where the dripping cadaver represents a
kind of vanitas, an exemplum of flesh and
bone, suggesting the inescapable presence
of earthly putrefaction. Alternatively, could
this expressive physiognomy be read as a
sarcastic comment on the academicism of
the Carracci, who elevated the copying of
the male body into a design principle?
Whatever the motivation behind Caravaggio’s strange new flesh, there is no
doubting its communicative power as it
thrusts aggressively towards the viewer as
in, for instance, the Salome with the Head
of John the Baptist (Prado, Madrid). Here,
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the executioner’s crudely modelled left
shoulder is displayed to the viewer as if to
complement the main object offered, the
dead Baptist’s head. Caravaggio seems to
offer these detached fragments to the
viewer’s gaze, especially in the showstopping David and Goliath (Borghese
Gallery, Rome) where the famous severed
head is an agonising self-portrait proffered to the viewer by a pensive young
David. Consider too the aggressive thrust
of the middle shepherd’s knotted shoulder
and arm in the Adoration of the Shepherds, a
motif so out of place in a picture where all
other figures are sedately clothed in gowns
and tunics. These examples of accentuated
physicality could be seen as compositional
gaucheries, but this seems unlikely given
Caravaggio’s mastery of his medium.
Perhaps the intrusive rustic arm should
be read as the physical irruption of matter
into the realm of spirit, bearing all down
to ground level, especially the Virgin, who
literally sits on the earth in the manner of a
Madonna of Humility.
Alternatively, the emphasis on the
material world could be read as a visual
comment on how science was cohabiting
with painting, making of it an instrument
by which the natural world could be
gauged and exploited. The main catalyst
here was Galileo, who in his childhood
had harboured secret ambitions to be a
draughtsman. Galileo had never despised
painting, and so it is tempting to make
greater connections between his scientific
view and the uncompromising realism of
Caravaggio’s art, as is attempted in the
accompanying catalogue to this exhibition. The recent David Hockney ‘Secret
Knowledge’ controversy has brought the
issue of science, particularly optics, back
onto the agenda of Caravaggio scholarship. It is hard to know what ‘scientific’
knowledge Caravaggio could have possessed, though perhaps not as much as
that assumed by the curators of this
exhibition. It stretches one’s credulity to
read that the Sleeping Cupid, painted during
the artist’s sojourn in Malta for Fra
Francesco dell’Antella, shows Caravaggio’s awareness of the ‘clinical symptoms’
of a dead child. More feasibly, as the
curators state, the choice of decomposing dead Cupid reflects a dialogue with
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Caravaggio’s Renaissance namesake, Michelangelo. Perhaps the origins of the
Sleeping Cupid are to be found in artistic
competition between Caravaggio and his
namesake rather than in the many ingenious iconographical explanations presented here.
Although the Maltese period is underrepresented within the context of the
exhibition itself, most noticeably because
of the absence of the Portrait of Alof de
Wignacourt (Louvre, Paris), David Stone’s
fascinating and compelling essay in the
catalogue does much to fill in the blanks.
His analysis of the iconography of the
Grandmaster’s full-length portrait, containing a submissive yet proud slave,
reveals much about the character of
Wignacourt. It seems that the leader of
the Knights of St John wanted to project
an image of quiet strength and authority, a
warning to those who would seek to test
the mettle of the Order. Stone is helped by
the fact that he recently discovered Wignacourt’s letters, which show how determined the Grandmaster was to install
Caravaggio upon the fortress island. No
less absorbing is the story of Caravaggio’s
relationship with another Knight, Martelli,
who may be depicted in the portrait of a
member of the Order available for viewing
here (Pitti Palace, Florence). A Prior of
Malta, Martelli would undoubtedly have
been a figure to impress Caravaggio
during his time on the island and, if the
features shown here are those of Martelli,
the artist has captured the solid, resolute
nature of the man.
Austerity and gravitas seemed to have
characterised Caravaggio’s stay on Malta,
almost as if he were seeking to capture for
posterity the monastic atmosphere of the
religious knights who observed a strict
discipline, despite occasionally lapsing
into some human passion or vice. Hence
the calm grandeur of Caravaggio’s greatest achievement on Malta, the Beheading of
St John the Baptist (Oratory, Valletta Cathedral) – a glaring omission here. This huge
canvas, painted for the Hall of State in the
Maltese Oratory, provided the backdrop
for the ceremony of defrocking in absentia
when Caravaggio had successfully eluded
the long arm of the Knights of Malta. It
has a personal resonance since it is the
only painting that Caravaggio signed,
grotesquely painting his name in the
blood red paint that trickles towards
the lower frame, almost intruding into
the viewer’s space. The theme of bloody

violence and the effect on the observer of
Caravaggio’s art has been worked on in
recent years by theorists who have seen
decapitation as a trope applicable to the
cruelty and bloodshed of our own times.
This is true, especially as Caravaggio’s art
seems to abstract the violence of his own
epoch into some ageless realm where
horror is comprehensible to all. Stone
has some interesting things to say about
Caravaggio’s rigid management of violence, a tendency which helps to bring out
the absurd nature of the human situation.
This is more Beckett than Shakespeare,
and it is fitting that Derek Jarman, in
his film biopic, Caravaggio, drew on the
universe of Endgame for his scenes of
Caravaggio alone in his studio. Here, in
Caravaggio’s Beheading of St John the Baptist,
is the modern hell of inaction, the frozen
moment of time in which not only the
horror and futility of everything is recognised, but also the more horrifying fact
that nothing can be done about it.
As Caravaggio’s art and life draw to
their untimely end, it is noticeable that
there is a significant change in tone. The
crowd of figures in the street, which
Bellori disgustedly said that Caravaggio
had used for inspiration, has thinned out
and we are left with two or three actors
occupying stark canvases. As you move
away from the rooms housing the large
canvases such as the Raising of Lazarus and
Adoration of the Shepherds, towards the very
last works, you leave oratorio behind, and
encounter cantata di camera in the intimate,
psychologically taut atmosphere of such
pictures as The Denial of St Peter (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) and
The Martyrdom of St Ursula (Banca Intesa,
Naples). The Denial of St Peter refuses the
theatre of outward gesture that we see in
works such as the David and Goliath, and
turns inwards. The picture does not offer
itself to the viewer, but seems to hold
back, the idea of retreat suggested by
Peter’s gesture of turning his hands
towards his breast. Peter’s turning of the
hands symbolises repentance, which, traditionally, followed the rejection of Christ
by the saint. No less private, but far more
charged is the picture hanging next to the
Denial of St Peter in this exhibition: The
Martyrdom of St Ursula. Here, we stand in
front of the last picture that Caravaggio
ever painted, and again we have the face of
the artist, straining to observe the human
drama unfolding before him. The Tyrant of
medieval legend fires an arrow at Princess

Ursula, who had spurned his advances.
The missile flies towards its target, but
Ursula, with the same gesture of Peter,
hardly seems to register the impact of the
deadly dart. The arrow is frozen forever in
time, but look closely at the flint of that
arrow: it is transparent. Here, in this
moment when time hangs suspended, it
is almost as if painting has stopped too.
Admittedly, the picture is unfinished,
but you wonder why Caravaggio’s brush
wavered at that particular point, at that
depiction of the moment of death?
Caravaggio, suffering from illness and
weighed down by the burden of living, felt
that all had been said, and from that
moment onwards painting would speak
no more. Painting therefore ceases, and
the transparency of the arrow flint, implying the death of painting, represents a
moment of recognition when the painter
realises that this is the end of life too.
Caravaggio’s paintings live on in an
afterlife of exhibitions, catalogues and
vigorous scholarship, which brings me to
the problems with Caravaggio: The Late
Years. Yes, it is hard, given the evidence
presented here, to gain an unambiguous
overview of Caravaggio’s late years, but
that fact, though frustrating, is not the
fault of the curators. However, criticism
is merited for the unevenness of the catalogue, which ranges from the rambling
essays by Ferdinando Bologna and Antonio Ernesto Denunzio to more focused
ones such as that co-written by Keith
Sciberras and David Stone on the Maltese
period. Even more irksome is the arrangement of the latter part of the catalogue into
two sections comprising ‘new proposals’
and ‘old copies’, shown only in Naples.
This hardly seems appropriate to the
current exhibition anyway but, if it is,
why haven’t some of these variants and
‘proposals’ gone into the London show in
order to elucidate the problem of ‘copies’,
in itself a fascinating and highly specialised aspect of Caravaggio studies? Overall, the catalogue gives the impression
of having been put together hurriedly,
perhaps spurred on by the thought that
this opportunity of assembling a group
of late paintings by Caravaggio may, like
a comet destined to pass once in our
lifetime, never be seen again. The curators
may well be right. Who knows when these
paintings will be brought together again,
which is surely why the National Gallery
has grasped the opportunity to place their
early Supper at Emmaus next to the lesser-
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Portrait of a Knight of Malta, Fra Antonio Martelli,
1607–8 Caravaggio (1571–1610) r Galleria
Palatina, Palazzo Pitti, Florence

known and later version in the Brera in
Milan, which after repeated viewings has

the edge over its more famous companion,
not least because of the humble solemnity
that characterises the Brera painting.
So, the London show was not an

unqualified success, given the missing
paintings from the Neapolitan leg of
the exhibition and other museums, but it
was certainly welcome despite the cracks
in the structure. Whilst walking around
this exhibition I conceived the desire to
curate an exhibition of my own, containing paintings that have not been lent
because of administrative wrangles, managerial incompetence or pure chauvinism.
There is no doubt that the absence from
London of certain pictures severely damages the overall vision of ‘Caravaggio:
The Final Years’, and this is unfortunate.
John Gash’s book on Caravaggio has
been re-issued to coincide with the current exhibition, and although it could be
dismissed as a picture book, that would be
unfair. It contains a lucid introduction
with some judicious comments regarding
received opinion on Caravaggio, as well as
knowledgeable summaries of the paintings themselves. However, I remain to be
convinced, unlike Gash and the curators
of ‘Caravaggio: The Late Years’, that the
Rouen Flagellation of Christ is autograph,
especially given the awkward handling of
the executioner. Still, Gash is extremely
competent when engaging with the biographers’ critical judgements on Caravaggio. Gash’s essay would suit the exhibition
visitor seeking a short, but informed,
introduction to Caravaggio without the
apparatus of the footnotes, and incestuous
arguments about attribution and dating
that plague much of the catalogue.
David Packwood, University of Warwick

Call for Entries:BlindArt Opens 2006 ‘Sense & Sensuality’Competition
BlindArt is delighted to announce that
the 2006 ‘Sense & Sensuality’ competition is now open. All artists in all media
are invited to submit work that does not
exclude the visually impaired, and that
can be explored through touch and the
other senses.
Submission deadline is 10 January 2006,
with a d5000 First Prize and the BlindArt
Purchase Prize for the charity’s Permanent Collection.
100 entries will be chosen for display
at Bankside Gallery, London, from 14
September to 8 October 2006. For an
entry form visit www.blindart.net, or
call 020 7245 9977.
The winner of the 2005 First Prize was
‘Head’, a work by Scottish mother and
daughter artists, Liz Munro and Nuala
Watt. It explored and expressed Nuala’s
own visual impairment, through digital
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photography and printed ‘flocking’.
This visual and textural work was
accompanied by a poem called ‘Birdsong’, written by Nuala.
Judges of the 2006 competition include:
the artist, Marc Quinn; Richard Cork,
art critic; Gary Sargeant, visually impaired artist; Manfredi della Gherardesca, art adviser; Sheri Khayami, Founder
of BlindArt and visually impaired;
Catherine Hillis, RNIB; and Prof Glynn
Williams, Head of Fine Art, Royal
College of Art.

BlindArt launched their inaugural competition in 2004, which culminated in
the acclaimed ‘Sense & Sensuality 2005’
exhibition, the first to allow works of art
to be touched and enjoyed with all
senses. It was held at the RCA in March
this year, and received global and
national press and public attention.
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