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Caravaggio. David with the Head 

of Goliath, c.1610, oil on canvas 

 

Although history is full of stormy, 

violent and even self-destructive 

personalities, few of them seem to 

be as fascinating as Caravaggio, 

whose fame as a talented painter 

was paired with his reputation of 

being a bad-tempered drinker. It is 

said that the taverns of Rome 

feared the violent Caravaggio, as 

skilled with the brush as he was 

with the knife.  

 

In this painting, the Biblical hero 

David holds the head of Goliath. 

Since Goliath’s features are almost 

certainly those of Caravaggio 

himself, the painting appears to be 

a confession of sorts of the artist’s 

wild and riotous behavior. 



Caravaggio. The Card Sharps, 1594, oil on canvas 



Apprenticed in Milan in 1584, Michelangelo Merisi da 

Caravaggio (1571-1610) came to Rome in the early 

1590s. There his early masterpiece The Cardsharps 

came to the attention of the influential Cardinal 

Francesco Maria del Monte, who not only purchased it 

but also offered the artist quarters in his palace. 

Caravaggio was thus introduced to the elite stratum of 

Roman ecclesiastical society, which soon gave him his 

first significant opportunity to work on a large scale and 

for a public forum. 

 

In The Cardsharps, the players are engaged in a game 

of primero, a forerunner of poker. Engrossed in his cards 

at left is the dupe, unaware that the older cardsharp 

signals his accomplice with a raised, gloved hand (the 

fingertips exposed, better to feel marked cards). At 

right, the young cheat looks expectantly toward the boy 

and reaches behind his back to pull a hidden card from 

his breeches. Caravaggio has treated this subject not as 

a caricature of vice but in a novelistic way, in which the 

interaction of gesture and glance evokes the drama of 

deception and lost innocence in the most human of 

terms. 



Caravaggio. Supper at Emmaus, 1601, oil on canvas 



After his Resurrection, Jesus meets 

two of His disciples walking on the 

road from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  

Caravaggio shows the movement 

when, at supper that evening, Jesus 

reveals Himself to the disciples in 

the breaking of the bread.  

 

The innkeeper cannot share in the 

drama of the moment since he does 

not know who Christ is and does not 

know the significance of the blessing 

of the bread.  He can be taken to 

represent those who do not 

recognize the Church.   

 

His calmness adds to the drama of 

the moment by contrasting with the 

agitation of the two disciples.  

Visually he runs the eye back to the 

center of the picture, to draw 

attention to the face and gesture of 

Christ. 



The basket of fruit, balanced on the edge of the table, spells out significance of Christ’s 

apparition- nothing is left of our earthly securities if death has lost its absoluteness. 

Within the still life, the “pomegranate symbolizes the crown of thorns, and the apples and 

figs man’s original sin.  The grapes signify the Eucharistic wine, symbolic of the blood of 

Christ. The disciple on the right makes the more dramatic gesture alluding to the 

Crucifixion as he recognizes Jesus. 



Christ’s disciples were fishermen and workmen, and Caravaggio has given them the 

appropriately strong, rough hands.  The artist was frequently criticized for using 

peasants as models for saints.  The strongest criticism came from the peasants 

themselves, who demanded idealized imagery. 



Caravaggio. Entombment, c. 1603, oil on 

canvas 

 

This Counter-Reformation painting – with a 

diagonal cascade of mourners and cadaver-

bearers descending to the limp, dead Christ 

and the bare stone – is not a moment of 

transfiguration, but of mourning.  

 

Philip Neri, called the Apostle of Rome, 

focused his missionary efforts on the people 

there, for whom he strove to make Christian 

history and doctrine understandable and 

meaningful.  Caravaggio, too interpreted his 

religious subjects directly and dramatically, 

combining intensely observed forms, poses, 

and expressions with strong effects of light 

and color.  In the technique known as 

tenebrism, forms emerge from a dark 

background into a strong light that often 

falls from a single source outside the 

painting; the effect is that of a modern 

spotlight. 



Here, the dead Christ’s fallen arm and 

immaculate shroud touch stone; the 

grieving Mary gesticulates to Heaven. In 

some ways, that was the message of Christ: 

the Messiah comes to earth, and mankind 

reconciled with the heavens.  

 

As usual, even with his works of highest 

devotion, Caravaggio never fails to ground 

himself. Tradition held that the Virgin 

Mary be depicted as eternally young, but 

here Caravaggio paints the Virgin as an old 

woman.  

 

The figure of the Virgin Mary is also 

partially obscured; we see her in the blue 

robe and her arms are held out to her side, 

imitating the line of the stone they stand 

upon. Her right hand hovers above his head 

as if she is reaching out to touch him. 



Caravaggio. The Taking of Christ,  1598, oil on canvas 



The painting represents Jesus Christ being captured in the Garden of Gethsemane by 

soldiers who were led to him by one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot. Tempted by the 

promise of financial reward, Judas agreed to identify his master by kissing him: "The 

one I shall kiss is the man; seize him and lead him away safely" (Mark 14:44). 

Caravaggio focuses on the culminating moment of Judas’ betrayal, as he grasps Christ 

and delivers his treacherous kiss. Christ accepts his fate with humility, his hands 

clasped in a gesture of faith, while the soldiers move in to capture him. 



At the center of the composition, the first soldier’s cold shining armor contrasts with 

the vulnerability of the defenseless Christ. He offers no resistance, but gives in to his 

persecutors’ harsh and unjust treatment, his anguish conveyed by his furrowed brow 

and down-turned eyes. The image would have encouraged viewers to follow Christ’s 

example, to place forgiveness before revenge, and to engage in spiritual rather than 

physical combat.  



Caravaggio presents the scene as if it were a frozen moment, to which the over-

crowded composition and violent gestures contribute dramatic impact. This is further 

intensified by the strong lighting, which focuses attention on the expressions of the 

foreground figures. The contrasting faces of Jesus and Judas, both placed against the 

blood-red drapery in the background, imbue the painting with great psychological 

depth. Likewise, the terrorized expression and gesture of the fleeing man, perhaps 

St. John the Evangelist, convey the emotional intensity of the moment. The man 

carrying the lantern at the extreme right, who looks inquisitively over the soldiers’ 

heads, has been interpreted as a self-portrait at age 31. 



The Taking of Christ was painted by Caravaggio for the Roman Marquis Ciriaco Mattei 

at the end of 1602, when he was at the height of his fame. Breaking with the past, the 

artist offered a new visual rendering of the narrative of the Gospels, reducing the space 

around the three-quarter-length figures and avoiding any description of the setting. All 

emphasis is directed on the action perpetrated by Judas and the Temple guards on an 

overwhelmed Jesus, who offers no resistance to his destiny. 



Left: Crucifixion of St. Peter. c. 1600, oil on canvas 

Right: Conversion of St. Paul, 1601, oil on canvas 



Around 1600, Caravaggio signed a 

contract with the Treasurer General 

to Pope Clement, Tiberio Cerasi, to 

produce within eight months to 

produce major works for a funerary 

chapel in the church of Santa Maria 

del Popolo.  

 

In one of the works, the distance 

between observer and event was 

never more successfully annihilated. 

We are positioned right beneath the 

inexorable, grinding, wheel-like 

machine of men hoisting Peter, who 

considered himself unworthy to be 

martyred in the same position as 

Christ, to his upside-down 

crucifixion. 



The Church wanted ordinary people 

to feel implicated in the sin at the 

same time as feeling assured of 

salvation if only they remained 

obedient to St. Peter’s successors. So 

Caravaggio gives us the people of 

Rome as they had never been seen 

before in sacred art: bulky bodies, 

filthy calloused soles, faces in 

darkness, to divert our attention to 

the straining force of muscle, tendon 

and knotty veins.  

 

What we have here is a graphic, 

snatched instant of the crucifixion of 

an old man. There is no dignity 

here, no serenity, no pity.  



Caravaggio. The Conversion of St. 

Paul, (Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria 

del Popolo, Rome), c. 1601, oil on 

canvas  

 

The other painting in the chapel 

depicts the conversion of St. Paul. 

The apostle Paul recounts that early 

in his life, when he was known as 

Saul and had persecuted Christians, 

he and his companions traveling to 

Damascus were dazzled and felled 

by "light from heaven above the 

brightness of the sun"; blinded, Saul 

heard Jesus telling him that he had 

been chosen as his minister.  

 

Caravaggio's version of the scene is 

a masterpiece of economy, the 

transfiguring moment described in 

Acts embodied solely by Saul, his 

mount, and a half-concealed elderly 

groom, the trio tightly packed into 

the available space. 



St. Paul is a coarse-featured young 

soldier with a first growth of beard, his 

horse a sturdy piebald held by an old man 

with wrinkled brow and balding head –

one of the peasants whose prominence in 

later pictures by Caravaggio shocked 

some contemporaries. The docile horse 

and its attendant, both of whom are 

oblivious to what is happening, present a 

dramatic contrast to the taut body of Saul 

with its inner spiritual torment.  

 

 By confining the main dramatic incident 

to the lower-right quarter of the painting, 

Caravaggio paradoxically heightens its 

importance. One of the more sensational 

features of Caravaggio’s realism is his 

foreshortening, which creates the illusion 

that part of the image is projecting from 

the surface of the canvas into the space 

occupied by the viewer.  



Caravaggio. Calling of St. Matthew (Contarelli Chapel, San Luigi dei 

Francesi, Rome) c. 1597-1601 



 

Painted for the private chapel of the 

Cointrel family (Contarelli in Italian) in the 

French community’s church in Rome, this 

work depicts Jesus calling the Roman tax 

collector Matthew to join his apostles.  

Matthew sits at a table, counting out gold 

coins for a boy at the left, surrounded by 

overdressed young men in plumed hats, 

velvet doublets, and satin shirts.  

 

Nearly hidden behind another figure at the 

right, the gaunt-faced Jesus points 

dramatically at Matthew, a gesture that is 

repeated by the tax collector’s surprised 

response of pointing to himself. The 

protagonists, even Christ and Saint Peter at 

the far right, are far from idealized; rather 

they are just the sort of rough-hewn 

characters one may still see on Roman 

streets.  The costumes of those seated at the 

counting table are also contemporary, and 

only Christ and Saint Peter are dressed in 

the toga-like robes reserved for holy figures. 



Christ points to Matthew with a 

gesture that is a visual quotation from 

Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam, as if 

to say “Come with me.” This 

iconography implicitly parallels 

Adam’s original creation with 

Matthew’s recreation through Christ.   

 

Because the pointing gesture of Christ 

repeats that of Michelangelo’s Adam, 

we can conclude that Caravaggio 

intended a typological meaning.  

Christ is here represented as the 

Second Adam and redeemer of Adam’s 

sins- just as he redeems Matthew.  

 

The strong diagonal that it makes on 

the expanse of wall at the back 

reinforces the psychological current 

flowing from Christ’s hand, both by 

the closely calculated placing of the 

diagonal and by the suggestion of 

light overcoming spiritual darkness.  



The first thing to which the eye is 

pulled in The Calling is the diagonal 

shadow that divides the wall behind 

the figures into light and dark, 

skimming Christ’s head, emphasizing 

his extended artm and pointing finger 

and leading us to Matthew, seated in 

the midst of four men around a table 

on the left. 

 

He points to himself with his left hand 

as if to say “Me?” His right hand is 

stopped in the act of counting change; 

the angle of his legs below the table 

suggests that he will rise from the 

table to follow Christ.  

 

His four companions react with 

amazement, incomprehension, or – in 

the case of the two men on the left 

absorbed in counting money, complete 

indifference.  



Christ’s feet, which do not point in the 

direction of his upper body, are only 

dimly visible. He has just turned 

around to call Matthew to follow him. 

His companion, probably St. Peter, is 

moving toward the table while 

shielding much of Christ from our 

view. He was added later, and 

Christ’s pose was changed too. 

 

The fall of light is symbolic, coming 

from the direction of Christ, “the way 

of light, the way of truth,” to which 

only Matthew at this moment is 

receptive. The setting is both the 

Capernaum of Christ, where this 

event took place, and the Rome of 

Caravaggio, for Matthew and his 

companions wear modern dress 

similar to that in The Cardsharps and 

the Fortune Teller. The bravo seated 

with his back to us has a sword 

hanging from his belt, the weapon 

that will kill the saint.  



Caravaggio. The 

Martyrdom of Saint 

Matthew, 1599-1600, oil 

on canvas 

 

If Caravaggio, as has been 

said, was the first artist 

intentionally seeking to 

shock and offend, he 

certainly succeeded. His 

contemporaries called him 

an “evil genius” and the 

“anti-Christ of painting.” 

Caravaggio was 

disdainful of artistic 

convention and a very 

vocal opponent of 

tradition. 



Caravaggio. The Crowning with Thorns, c. 1602-4, oil on canvas 



Andrew Graham-Dixon, author of Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, gives this 

summary: 

 

He had this terribly, terribly difficult life. He was a troubled man. He was a violent 

man. He had a sense of abandonment that I think went with him wherever he went. I 

think he has problems in his relationship with God . . . he paints on the edge of doubt . 

. . And he has terrible trouble with authority in the secular political sense . . . the pope 

and the cardinals, they want him to be part of their world but he just somehow can’t 

be that kind of artist. He can’t be the artist who doths his cap, the courtier artists . . . 

[He] has to run off away from authority into the street. He has to go fight with swords, 

he has to go and be with prostitutes. 



Caravaggio. Death of the Virgin. 

1606, oil on canvas 

 

When he painted The Death of the 

Virgin (c. 1601-6), Caravaggio had 

been working in Rome for fifteen 

years. The painting was 

commissioned by Laerzio Alberti, a 

papal lawyer, for his chapel in the 

Carmelite church of Santa Maria 

della Scala in Trastevere, Rome, the 

painting could not have been 

finished before 1605-1606.  

 

The depiction of the Virgin’s death 

caused a contemporary stir, and was 

rejected as unfit by the parish. 

Contemporaries accused Caravaggio 

of modelling a mistress/prostitute as 

the Virgin. 



How the Virgin Mary passed from 

this world is and was therefore not a 

matter of Catholic dogma, although 

by the 17th century, the 

conventional belief among Catholics 

was that she was assumed alive, as 

shown in the great majority of 

contemporary paintings of the 

subject. By then most believed that 

she felt no pain or disease, and that 

she was assumed in healthy if aged 

body and soul prior to "death".  

 

Caravaggio's painting is the last 

major Catholic work of art in which 

Mary is clearly dead. Caravaggio 

does not depict an assumption but 

her death. The figure, like that in 

nearly all Renaissance and Baroque 

Assumptions, looks much younger 

than a woman some 50 or more 

years old. 



The body, it was said, was of a 

drowned prostitute (meretrizia) 

from the brothel quarter of the 

Ortaccio, fished out of the Tiber. So 

beneath its red dress Mary’s body is 

crudely bloated; her skin is 

greenish, and her pair of feet have 

been left offensively bare and, of 

course, none too clean.  

 

The painter was out to provoke not 

shock but rather pathos and grief. 

This unequivocally dead Mary 

allowed him to render the 

expressions of the apostles and the 

lamentation of Mary Magdalene as 

authentically tragic. But the 

Fathers of Santa Maria in 

Trastevere, horrified by the 

indecencies, didn’t see it that way. 

The painting came down, to be 

bought for the Duke of Mantua five 

years later by Peter Paul Rubens. 



Artemisia Gentileschi. Judith 

Slaying Holofernes,  

c. 1614-1620, oil on canvas 

 

One of Caravaggio’s most successful 

Italian followers was Artemisia 

Gentileschi (1593-c. 1653), whose 

international reputation helped 

spread the style of Caravaggio 

outside Rome. Her characteristic 

subjects are Bathsheba, the tragic 

object of King David’s passion, and 

Judith, who saved her people by 

heading the Assyrian general 

Holofernes.   

 

Both themes were popular during 

the Baroque era, which delighted in 

erotic and violent scenes.  

Artemisia’s frequent depictions of 

these biblical heroines suggest an 

ambivalence toward men that was 

rooted in her turbulent life.   



Born in Rome, Artemisia first studied 

and worked under her father, himself 

a follower of Caravaggio.  In 1616, 

she moved to Florence, where she 

worked for the grand duke of 

Tuscany and was elected at the age 

of twenty-three, to the Florentine 

Academy of Design.  As a resident of 

Florence and member of the 

academy, Artemisia was well aware 

of the city’s identification with the 

Jewish hero David and heroine 

Judith.   

 

As a 19-year-old art student, 

Gentileschi was raped by a fellow 

pupil and then subjected to a painful 

and humiliating trial in which she 

was tortured with thumbscrews to 

get her to recant.  After her attacker 

was acquitted, Gentileschi devoted 

herself to painting women who wreak 

violence against men who have 

wronged them. 



The Lute Player by Orazio 

Gentileschi 

 

Until the middle of the nineteenth 

century women artists were 

largely restricted to painting 

portraits, genre scenes, and still 

lifes.  Even so, many had 

successful careers and often 

became the equals or superiors of 

the men in whose styles they were 

trained.  The exceptions to this 

rule were certain Italian women 

born into artistic families, for 

whom painting came naturally. 

Artemisia’s father, Orazio, was a 

well-known painter who saw the 

importance of providing his 

daughters with a humanist 

education. 



Above: Caravaggio. Judith and 

Holofernes, 1599, oil on canvas 

 

Although he had been dead over a 

decade, Caravaggio was still highly 

influential and converted many 

painters to his style (the so-called 

Caravaggisti) such as Artemisia's 

father Orazio.  



Artemisia Gentileschi. Judith and 

her Maidservant with the Head of 

Holofernes, c. 1623-25, oil on canvas 

 

Visibility is the heart of the drama of 

this work, another depiction of the 

Biblical heroine Judith. Are the 

women seen or not? Can they see 

their danger? Pitch darkness 

surrounds the two figures, we have 

no idea where they are. It stands for 

the surrounding night, concealing 

possible hidden witnesses. They are 

tightly framed also, and this 

compounds their trouble. The frame 

marks not only the limit of their 

visibility to us, but the limit of their 

vision. It brings the night in close 

around them, as they peer out of the 

picture, in mortal fear of being seen. 



Artemisia Gentileschi. Judith and her 

Maidservant, c. 1612-1613, oil on canvas 

 

Feminist studies increased the interest 

towards Artemisia's artistic work and life. 

Such studies underlined her suffering of 

rape and subsequent mistreatment, and 

the expressive strength of her paintings of 

biblical heroines, in which the women are 

interpreted as willing to manifest their 

rebellion against their condition.  

 

Because Artemisia returned again and 

again to violent subject matter such as 

Judith and Holofernes, a repressed-

vengeance theory has been postulated. 

However, some art historians suggest that 

she was shrewdly playing on her fame 

from the rape trial to cater to a niche 

market in sexually charged, female-

dominant art for male patrons. 
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Gian Lorenzo Bernini. David, 1623, marble  

 

Gianlorenzo Bernini first became famous as 

a sculptor, and he continued to work as a 

sculptor throughout his career, for both the 

papacy and private clients.  His David  

introduced a new type of three-dimensional 

composition that intrudes forcefully on the 

viewer’s space.  

 

Bernini carved David when he was only 

twenty-five, and it took him a mere seven 

months to complete.  Bernini looked at his 

own face in a mirror to study the expression. 

 

The oversize cuirass lent to David by King 

Saul before the encounter lies on the ground 

with the harp David will play after his 

victory, which is decorated with an eagle’s 

head, a symbolic reference to the Borghese 

family. 

 



Notice that, if we stand in 

front of Bernini’s David (as 

one originally had to since 

it was set against a wall), 

we not only see the action 

but are caught up in it.  

The stone will soon shoot 

pass us; we may even feel 

that we are Goliath.   

 

Small details- like the 

curling of the toes of the 

right foot over the edge of 

the plinth to gain a better 

grip- add to our sense of 

immediacy and of 

participation in the action.   

 

In comparison, 

Michelangelo’s David is a 

completely self-contained 

work. 



Gian Lorenzo Bernini. The Ecstasy of St. Theresa 

(Cornaro Chapel, Santa Maria della Vittoria, 

Rome), 1645-52 

 

Framed by columns in a huge oval niche above the 

altar, Bernini’s marble group Saint Teresa of 

Avila in Ecstasy, created between 1645 and 1652, 

represents a vision described by the saint, in 

which an angel pierced Teresa’s body repeatedly 

with an arrow, transporting her to a state of 

religious ecstasy, a sense of oneness with God. 

One of the great forces of the Counter Reformation 

was the Spanish nun Theresa of Avila (1515-

1582).   

 

Born in Avila, Spain, Theresa exhibited fervent 

piety in her early life.  As a child she was found by 

her uncle at the outskirts of Avila.  Her intention 

had been to journey to southern Spain, where she 

planned to evangelize to the Moors and where she 

anticipated she would meet with martyrdom.  As a 

teenager she entered a Carmelite monastery, 

where she adopted a regimen of silence, seclusion, 

abstinence, and austerity. 



Shortly after she received the 

Carmelite habit, Theresa began to have 

transitory mystical visions.  At the age 

of thirty-nine she had a deeply moving 

experience of the nearness of Christ, 

which she considered to be the moment 

of her true spiritual conversion.   

 

Thereafter she embarked upon a 

program of spiritual reform within the 

Catholic Church.  She began to found 

monasteries in Europe that aimed at 

restoring the austerity and 

contemplative character of early 

Carmelite life, and she directed 

missions outside Europe in distant 

areas, including Persia, the Congo, and 

the Middle East.   

 

Members of Theresa’s reformed 

communities were known as the 

Discalced, or Barefooted, Carmelites, 

because they wore sandals in place of 

shoes and stockings. 

Peter Paul Rubens. St. Teresa of 

Avila, c. 1615, oil on panel 



When Bernini sculpted The Ecstasy of St. Theresa  for a chapel in the Roman church of 

S. Maria dell Vittoria, Bernini sought by rather similar means to awaken a more 

religious content.  St. Ignatius had set great store on the value, to a Christian, of 

reliving the emotional experiences of Christ’s passion, resurrection and ascension, and of 

meditating on the torments of hell and the happiness of communion with god.   

 

Bernini, like many others at this time, followed the spiritual exercises prescribed by St. 

Ignatius.  The St. Theresa group is intended to help the person kneeling at the altar 

below it enter into the mystical experience of the saint.  



Sculptures of the Cornaro family on the side walls occupy an illusionistic architectural 

space combining the Ionic Order with a barrel-vaulted ceiling and a broken pediment.  

Some of the onlookers witness and discuss Saint Teresa’s mystical experience just like 

theater-goers watching a play.  All except the Cardinal were, in fact, deceased at the 

time of the commission.  They represent the earthly, material world of the donor and 

his family, while two skeletons inlaid on the marble floor occupy Purgatory- one prays 

for redemption and the other raises his hands in despair. 



Bernini even provides a built-in audience for his “stage”. On the sides of the chapel are 

balconies resembling theater boxers that contain marble figures depicting members of 

the Cornaro family, who also witness the vision.  Their space and ours are the same, 

and thus are part of everyday reality, while the saint’s ecstasy, in its strongly framed 

niche, occupies a space that is real but beyond our reach.  



Bernini had a passionate interest in 

the theater, and was an innovative 

scene designer.  Thus he was at his 

best when he could merge 

architecture, sculpture, and painting 

in this way. The rest of the chapel 

sets the saint’s individual salvation 

in a universal context.   

 

The institution of the Eucharist is 

shown in relief on the altar frontal, 

the dead rise from their graves on 

the inlaid floor, the Cornaro family 

meditate on and participate in the 

divine mysteries.   

 

High overhead, angels carry a scroll 

with the message of salvation in 

words spoken by Christ to St. Teresa 

in a vision but address to every 

believer, “If I had not created heaven 

already, I would create it for you 

alone.”  



The Cornaro Chapel celebrates 

visionary ecstasy as a path to divine 

communion. On a narrative level it 

represents a historical vision- that of 

the sixteenth-century Spanish 

Carmelite mystic – but it is also 

meant to induce an ecstatic response 

from the viewer (what we might call 

today an out-of-body experience). 

 

Teresa and Bernini participate in 

this same culture, using the sensual 

and even erotic as a way of releasing 

the soul from its mortal shell to 

achieve complete immersion in 

Christ. 



Vignola and Giacomo della Porta. 

Church of Il Gesù, Rome, c. 1573-

1578 

 

A young artist who worked to meet 

the need for new Roman churches 

was Giacomo Barozzi (1507-1573), 

known as Vignola after his native 

town. He worked in Rome during 

the 1ate 1530s, surveying ancient 

Roman monuments and providing 

illustrations for an edition of 

Vitruvius.  

 

From 1541 to 1543, he was in 

France with Francesco Primaticcio 

at the chateau of Fontainebleau. 

When he returned to Rome, he 

secured a commssion to build Il 

Gesù, the Jesuit headquarters 

church in Rome.  



St. Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556), founder of the 

Jesuits (1534), began life as an aristocratic Spanish 

soldier, but passed the later part of his life in Rome, 

where the papacy was trying to regroup its forces in 

order to combat the Reformation.   

 

The Jesuits were intended to be the intellectual shock 

troops of the Church, leaders of the counter-attack 

against heresy. Loyola was a brilliant organizer, but 

not a brilliant original thinker.   

 

What he did was to make a last stand for the 

doctrines of medieval scholasticism, those of Aquinas 

in particular. In his Spiritual Exercises (begun in 

1521 but not published until 1548) he formulated a 

new and very effective method of religious 

instruction.   

 

The believer was encouraged to envisage the pains of 

hell and the rewards of paradise in concrete detail, 

and was urged, at the same time, to obey the Church 

in all things as the best way of avoiding the one and 

gaining the other. 



Catholicism’s new emphasis on individual, emotional participation brought a focus on 

sermons and music, requiring churches with wide naves and unobstructed views of the 

altar, instead of the complex interiors of medieval and earlier Renaissance churches.  



The cornerstone was laid in 1540, but 

construction of  Il Gesù did not begin 

until 1568, after a period of fund-raising, 

Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (Paul III’s 

namesake and grandson) donated to the 

project in 1561 and selected Vignola as 

architect. After Vignola died in 1573, 

Giacomo della Porta finished the dome 

and façade to his own designs.  

 

Il Gesù was admirably suited for 

congregational worship. A single huge 

apse and dome over the crossing 

directed attention to the altar. The 

design also allows the building to fit 

compactly into a city block- a 

requirement that now often overrode the 

desire to orient a church along an east-

west axis. The symmetrical façade, 

emphasized the central portal with 

Classical pilasters, engaged columns and 

pediments, and volutes scrolling out 

laterally.  



Giovanni Battista Gaulli. The Triumph of the Name of Jesus and the Fall of the 

Damned, vault of the church of Il Gesù, 1672—1685, fresco with stucco figures 



Giovanni Battista Gaulli. Triumph of 

the Name of Jesus, ceiling fresco with 

stucco figures in the vault of the 

Church of Il Gesu, Rome, 1676-1679 

 

During the Baroque period, artists 

contrived ways of creating a dazzling 

spectacle of in ceiling frescoes.  

Church authorities realized that such 

paintings offered perfect opportunities 

to impress on viewers the glory and 

power of a Catholic Church battling 

the surging Protestant Reformation.  

The effect of looking from below 

upwards, known as “di sotto en su”, 

provides the viewer with a sense of 

the ceiling opening up to offer a 

glimpse of Heaven. 



Here the painter glazed the gilded 

architecture to suggest shadows, 

thereby enhancing the scene’s 

illusionistic quality.  This approach is 

sometimes known as trompe l’oeil (or 

“fool the eye”). The viewer’s belief is 

suspended in order that he/she will 

accept the illusion as reality.  

 

To further heighten the illusion, 

Gaulli painted many of the sinners on 

three-dimensional stucco extensions 

that project outside the painting’s 

frame.   

 

The extremely foreshortened figures 

are projected within an off-centered 

composition, centered around the 

letters HIS, the monogram of Jesus 

and the insignia of the Jesuits.  



The subject is, in fact, the 

Last Judgment, with the 

elect rising joyfully toward 

the name of God and the 

damned plummeting 

through the ceiling toward 

the nave floor.  

 

The sweeping extension of 

the work into the nave 

space, the powerful appeal 

to the viewer’s emotions, 

and the near-total unity of 

the multimedia visual 

effect- all hallmarks of 

Italian Baroque- were never 

surpassed.  



Francesco Borromini. San Carlo alle 

Quattro Fontane (Rome),  

1665-1676 

 

When young Francesco Borromini (1599-

1667), a nephew of the architect Carlo 

Maderno, arrived in Rome in 1619 from 

northern Italy, he entered his uncle’s 

workshop.  Later, he worked under 

Bernini’s supervision on the decoration of 

Saint Peter’s, and some details of the 

Baldacchino are now attributed to him.  

 

In 1634, Borromini received his first 

independent commission: to design the 

Church of San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 

(Saint Charles of the Four Fountains).  

From 1638 to 1641 he planned and 

constructed the body of this small church, 

although he was not given the commission 

for its façade until 1665.  Unfinished at 

Borromini’s death in 1667, the church 

was, nevertheless, completed according to 

his design. 



The ceaseless play of concave and convex surfaces makes the entire structure seem 

elastic, “pulled out of shape” by pressures that no previous building could have 

withstood.  The plan is a pinched oval that suggests a distended and half-melted Greek 

cross, as if it had been drawn on rubber. 



In the interior of the dome (above left),  Borromini expresses the Baroque concern for 

lightening architectural volume, just as Bernini did in the Cathedra Petri (above right).   

The appearance of increased height, and of actual upward motion, is enhanced by coffers 

that decrease in size as they approach the center of the dome. 

 

The coffers filling the interior form an eccentric honeycomb of crosses, elongated 

hexagons, and octagons. These coffers decrease sharply in size as they approach the apex 

where the dove of the Holy Spirit hovers in a climax that brings together the geometry 

used in the chapel.  



The dome appears to be shimmering and inflating- almost floating up and away- 

thanks to light sources placed in the lower coffers and the lantern. It is difficult to 

imagine how audacious Borromini’s design for this small church was. He abandoned 

the modular, additive system of planning taken for granted by every architect since 

Brunelleschi. He worked instead from an overriding geometrical scheme, as a Gothic 

architect might, subdividing modular units to obtain more complex, rational shapes. 



The elongated octagonal plan of San Carlo is composed of two triangles set base to base 

along the short axis of the plan. This diamond shape is then subdivided into secondary 

triangular units made by calculating the distances between what will become the 

concave centers of the four major and five minor niches. The triangle was not only a 

symbol of the Trinity but of the church’s patrons as well, the Trinitarians.  



Borromini was morose, quarrelsome, 

frustrated, and neurotic-eventually he 

committed suicide. The liberties he took with 

the rules laid down by Vitruvius prompted 

Bernini to remark that he had been “sent to 

destroy architecture.”  

 

But he had, in fact, greater knowledge of 

ancient Roman architecture than Bernini and 

he was more deeply concerned with structural 

problems- and far more daring in solving them, 

often with thrilling spatial effects.  

 

His work makes a stronger intellectual than 

emotional appeal. He was an inspired 

geometrician and it is tempting to suggest that 

the new Galilean conception of the regular 

irregularity of the planetary orbits- though 

condemned by the Roman Church- emboldened 

him to reject the simple cubes, cylinders and 

spheres of earlier cosmic significance, on which 

so many architectural designs had been based. 



Francesco Borromini and Carlo Rainaldi. 

Santa Agnese (Piazza Navona, Rome), 1653-

7 

 

Sant'Agnese in Agone faces the Piazza 

Novana in which a fountain designed by 

Bernini is centrally situated. In 1653, the 

Rainaldis, Girolamo Rainaldi, and his son 

Carlo Rainaldi,  were replaced by Borromini 

by the Pamphili family who commissioned 

the church.  The Pamphili family palace also 

faced the piazza.  







Francesco Borromini. San Ivo alla 

Sapienza (Rome), 1642-44 



Guarino Guarini. Capella della 

Santissima Sindone (Turin), 1667-

90 

 

The heir to Borromini’s sculptured 

architectural style was Guarino 

Guarini (1624-1683), a priest, 

mathematician, and architect who 

spent the last 17 years of his life in 

Turin converting that provincial 

Italian town into a showcase of 

architectural theories that later 

swept much of Europe.  

 

A view into his dome of the 

Capella della Santissima Sindone 

reveals a bewildering display of 

geometric elements appearing to 

move in kaleidoscopic fashion 

around a circular focus containing 

a painting of the bright dove of the 

Holy Spirit.  



Pietro da Cortona. Triumph of the 

Barberini, (Palazzo Barberini, Rome), 

1633-1639, fresco 

 

Pietro Berrettini (1596-1669), called 

Pietro da Cortona after his 

hometown, carried the development 

of the Baroque ceiling in another 

direction altogether.  Trained in 

Florence, the young artist was 

commissioned in the early 1630 by 

the Barberini family of Pope Urban 

VIII to decorate the ceiling of the 

audience hall of their Roman palace.  

Pietro’s great fresco there, Triumph 

of the Barberini, became a model for 

a succession of Baroque illusionistic 

ceilings throughout Europe. 



Its subject is an elaborate allegory, or 

symbolic representation, of the 

virtues of the papal family.   

 

Just below the center of the vault, 

seated at the top of a pyramid of 

clouds and figures personifying Time 

and the Fates, Divine Providence 

gestures toward three giant bees 

surrounded by a huge laurel wreath 

(both Barberini emblems) carried by 

Faith, Hope, and Charity.   

 

Immortality offers a crown of stars, 

while other symbolic figures present 

the crossed keys and the triple-tiered 

crown of the papacy.   

 

Around these figures are scenes of 

Roman gods and goddesses, who 

demonstrate the pope’s virtues by 

triumphing over the vices. 



Pietro, like Annibale Carracci, framed his 

mythological scenes with painted architecture, 

but in contrast to Annibale’s neat separations 

and careful framing, Pietro partly concealed his 

setting with an overlay of shells, masks, 

garlands, and figures, which unifies the vast 

illusionistic space.   

 

Instead of Annibale’s warm, nearly even light, 

Pietro’s sporadic illumination, with its bursts of 

brilliance alternating with deep shadows, fuses 

the ceiling into a dense but unified whole. 

 

The classicists asserted that art serves a moral 

purpose and must observe the principles of 

clarity, unity, and decorum. Cortona, though not 

anticlassical, presented the case for art as epic 

poetry, with many actors and episodes that 

expand on the central theme and create a 

magnificent effect.  

 

 He was also the first to argue that art has a 

sensuous appeal that exists as an end in itself. 



A 1627 portrait of Pope Urban VIII by Pietro da 

Cortona 

 

There were several reasons why a pope would 

choose to establish his residence in a more secular 

setting.  First of all, it is in a palace that court 

society thrives, and business of a diplomatic nature 

often took place in the homes of the political and 

ecclesiastical elite.   

 

Thus the various identities of the pope as leader of 

the Holy Church, head of an important family, and 

European statesman blended together in the papal 

palace.   

 

One of the pope’s means of asserting his various 

roles was through the deployment of imagery.  

These decorations (especially the ceiling paintings) 

played a crucial role in the rituals and etiquette of 

court society, and were intended to be viewed by 

ambassadors or other governmental officials and 

members of the Church. 



Fra Andrea Pozzo. Glorification of Saint Ignatius  

(Sant’Ignazio, Rome), 1691-1694, fresco 



Another master of ceiling decoration was Fra Andrea Pozzo (1642-1709), a lay  

brother of the Jesuit order and a master of perspective, on which he wrote an 

influential treatise. This is Rome’s second church of the Jesuit Order and is dedicated 

to its founder, St. Ignatius Loyola.  

 

Its design, executed by the Jesuit mathematician Orazio Grassi (1583-1654), follows 

that of the Gesu and rivals it in the sumptuousness of the decoration. The frescoes of 

the vault of c. 1685 by Andrea Pozzo have astounding illusionistic effects; the vault 

shows the missionary work of the Jesuits set into architectural trompe l’oeil and the 

Entry of St. Ignatius into Heaven soaring high above.  



Near the center of the ceiling sits St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, 

with divine rays emanating from his head.  He is about to enter Heaven.  Below Ignatius, 

between the windows and just above the real architecture of the church, are scrolled 

tablets with the names of the four corners of the earth, the continents of Asia, Africa, 

America, and Europe.   

 

Each cartouche is accompanied by a personification of that continent: Pozzo is making a 

clear reference to the universality of the Jesuit order and its global mission.  Inscribed on 

tables on the short walls are Christ’s words, “I have come to bring fire to the earth; and 

would that it were already kindled” (Luke 12: 49), which Ignatius echoed when he told 

his brethren, “go and light the flame over the world.” 
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Pozzo’s theme provided him with the opportunity for some exotic subject matter. 

America is represented by a native American Indian woman, accompanied by a lynx; 

Asia is symbolized by a woman riding a camel; and an African queen is shown holding 

an elephant tusk.  The architectural illusion is achieved entirely through paint; there 

is no use of stucco to enhance the effect. 



The mystical desire to find continuum between our imperfect earthly world and the 

blessed realm of the angels, where one can glimpse the ineffable, the light of God, was 

greatly aided by those artists most skilled in quadratura, which is the painting of an 

illusionistic architecture that has the effect of extending the real space of the room.  

Mysticism is about an immediate, stunning experience of the divine. 



INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
ITALIAN BAROQUE ART and ARCHITECTURE 

(Italian Baroque Artists and Architects) 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Caravaggio’s Calling of St. Matthew and 

Bernini’s Ecstasy of St. Teresa, devise a question to present to and answer 

for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute response 

might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on the church of Il Gesù, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point 

rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  


