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Murderer, genius, master, innovator, destroyer and unorthodox are all words that have been used to describe the life and work of Michelangelo Mersi da Caravaggio (1571 -1610). Caravaggio in life and art was a conundrum. He was hailed by some for the revolutionary pictorial concepts that he brought to the Italian cities between 1593 and 1610 and yet reviled by some for vulgar, inappropriate representations. Today he is often regarded as one of the most influential artists in the history of art. What is the truth about the man that has caused such contradiction? Is he the ‘destroyer of painting’ or a ‘true genius’?
Even his family origins have caused art historians to contradict each other.  Many 19th century commentators portrayed him as coming from a humble background, while others have described him as coming from a family of excellent artists whose father was firmly placed in the noble household of the Marquis of Caravaggio. Caravaggio himself was given the opportunity to study painting early in life under the tutelage of Peterzano in Milan. This apprenticeship in itself paved the way for Caravaggio’s talent to flourish. Peterzano was not known to be a talented painter, therefore, allowing his pupils to grow without suffering damage or influence. Carravaggio, as a result, developed his own unique style,
regularly displayed a loathing of the traditional art institutions and insisted that nature should be the one and only teacher. 
[image: ] Carravaggio burst onto the art scene in Rome in 1592 like a sudden force of nature. He was clearly shaped by the art culture of his Lombard experiences and came with the confidence of a peasant who had his own ideas and feared no-one or nothing. He rejected the style of many of his famous contemporaries but due to lack of funds was forced to take up small commissions, specialising in still life paintings of fruit and flowers which he sold on the street. As Sebastian Shutze (2017) has suggested Caravaggio’s first five years in Rome were characterised by multiple changes of address, financial hardship and little opportunity to impose his artistic style. He was forced to earn a living by copying devotional pictures and portraits while working for other masters. The Boy Peeling a Fruit (1592-1593), one of Caravaggio’s most famous early paintings, has been reproduced in high numbers and signifies the popularity of his unusual composition – the strong use of light and shade and the use of a young boy as a model with an element of still life.
[image: ]His first true masterpiece, The Cardsharps (1595)  attracted the attention of the eminent Cardinal Francesco Maria Del Monte. This led to his first public commission of three paintings for the church of San Luigi dei Francesci. These paintings showcased his original style and were hailed as revolutionary by his admirers. 
[image: ]Carravaggio treated inanimate objects in his paintings with as much scrutiny as he did human beings. This type of art was deemed, at the time, to be of a lower genre than portraits or religious scenes which again made him stand out in a classical world. A good example of this is his painting Boy Litten by a Lizard (circa 1594)  where we see a boy recoiling from a lizard which is hidden in the fruit of the glass jar situated between him and us. Carravaggio’s attention to minute detail can be further illustrated by his depiction of the reflection of the room in the glass vase.
The two most awe-inspiring techniques were his unorthodox use of normal people for his models and his staggering use of light and shade. Firstly, he would scour the taverns and less salubrious areas to source ordinary working people to act as models for his paintings. He rebelled against the old masters’ way of ‘doing things’. He didn’t study his subject and prepare for his art by producing copious numbers of drawings, he purposely painted straight on to canvas with little preparatory work. He was even known to abandon substandard work and paint on top of it. Sebastian Shutze (2017) clearly says, “ Early biographers record that Caravaggio executed his paintings directly in front of the model onto the canvas, without employing the traditional medium of the preparatory drawings.” This unconventional way in which he used models was revolutionary in itself and resulted in his paintings having a realism and attention to detail not readily seen before. He became known for his meticulous attention to naturalistic detail and using a new breed of life-like models. These techniques he employed, however, were scorned by many of his critics. Richard Muther (1896) went so far as to say that, “Caravaggio only acknowledged the existence of beauty among the lower classes, and sets himself up as the democratic painter who raised the classes to a place of honor.”
[image: ]Caravaggio’s distinct ability to portray scenes in a natural realistic form was further enhanced by his unusual use of light and shade. This technique was key to him building paintings that told a clear story to the viewer. Letizia Treves, National Gallery curator, says “he wouldn’t allow anyone to pose in daylight, that he had light shine from above. He used light to create space, and add drama to otherwise everyday scenes. A clear example of how Caravaggio used this skill of incorporating light into his paintings, to create emphasis and add a sense of natural drama can be seen in his work, The Supper at Emmaus (1601). It almost appears that a spotlight has been turned on the central characters which successfully draws the viewer in. Caravaggio, therefore, became known for his use of ‘tenebristic chiaroscuro’; a technique which uses deep dark colours for the background of his paintings as though they are in shade and highly contrasting lighter focus points to highlight specific people or objects.
It was fortunate for Caravaggio that during his time in Rome, the Church, in reaction to the artificial decadence of the earlier masters, was searching for a simpler, more direct form of art that would be more in line with the spirit of the Counter-Reformation. Caravaggio easily fulfilled this requirement with his more direct, real approach to painting. He provided paintings of everyday people as he saw them, whether they were dirty, half-dressed or common. This extreme perspective, however, led some in the Church to feel uncomfortable, with a sense of unease and to reject his work as not befitting the sacred persons it was supposed to represent.
There were many criticisms made of his religious work with one of his most vocal critics at the time, Nicholas Poussin, shouting angrily when he saw the painting Death of the Virgin (1606) “ I won’t look at it , it’s disgusting. That man was born to destroy the art of painting. Such a vulgar painting can only be the work of a vulgar man. The ugliness of his paintings will lead him to hell.”  Many voices could be heard at the time decrying his scandalous work with sheer disapproval. One description of his painting, the Madonna dei Palafrenieri (1605-1606) was hugely scathing as being vulgar, sacrilegious, impious and disgusting. His critics were almost vicious about his approach to painting and railed against his use of common people, his disregard for preparatory drawing and the composition and colour of his eye.
Unfortunately, there is a distinct lack of personal evidence available today, as not one word from Caravaggio himself has survived or indeed was ever written. Therefore, we have to rely on the words of the early biographies by Giulio Mancini (1558 – 1630), Giovanni Baglione(1566 – 1643) and Giovan Bellori (1613 – 1696). 
During his life Caravaggio’s direct competitor, Giovanni Baglione took every opportunity to discredit both Caravaggio’s life and work and even brought a lawsuit against him. This culminated in his biography in 1642 which was overtly coloured by his jealousy and contempt for Caravaggio’s successes. Bellori’s biography appeared in his Lives of the Modern Painters, Sculptors and Architects in 1672. He wrote this from a predominantly negative viewpoint and went so far as to describe Caravaggio as the “anti-christ of painting”.
However, despite such harsh criticism young painters still gathered to see him as he claimed that his work eclipsed that of the Renaissance masters. Giovan Pietro Bellori stated in 1671, “So then the painters in Rome were taken with this novelty, and the young ones in particular flocked to him and praised him alone as the unique imitator of nature; looking upon his works as miracles, they vied with each other in following him…. “ However, unlike other painters of the time Caravaggio did not set up his own workshop and was, therefore, not in a position to teach his techniques to others or to lay down any deep philosophical approach to his art. Despite this missed opportunity, many of his peers were overwhelmingly influenced by his techniques and numerous young artists attempted to emulate his work and copied his unique style. A group of young, predominantly foreign artists in Rome became known as the Caravaggisti. This group consisted of, the Dutchmen Hendrick ter Brugghen and Gerrit van Honthorst, the French painters Valentin de Boulogne and Nicholas Tournier, and the Spaniards Juan Bautista Maino and Jusepe de Ribera. Through them, Caravaggism as it became known, flourished on the international scene and became a key feature of Baroque paintings.
Although some evidence of the use of his techniques in such work as Rubens, Rembrandt and Velaquez can be seen, the negative and critical appraisals of Caravaggio‘s work ultimately contributed to his work being overlooked and disregarded for almost two centuries. It was not until the twentieth century that Caravaggio once again was brought back into the forefront of the art world. It was the Milan exhibition of 1951, staged by the art historian, Robert Longhi that began to once again portray Caravaggio as an influential painter.
Since this time Caravaggio’s unique blend of techniques has been known to have significant impact on the work of a variety of creative talents. It is not just artists that have come to   realise the value of chiaroscuro but also film makers and photographers. 
[image: ]The Derek Jarman’s film Caravaggio (1986) (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-8D5iIqzDY )is believed to have had a direct impact on the photographer David LaChapelle. As a result of seeing the way in which Caravaggio had painted street people he went onto to produce his own series of religious paintings depicting scenes from the life of Jesus Christ. Jesus is my Homeboy is six photos that intersperse classical representations of Christ with modern everyday people.  
The film director, Martin Scorsese( https://youtu.be/VziogMxnq1A) believes that Caravaggio would have undoubtedly been a great filmmaker and has explained how his paintings had directly influenced some of his own work, in particular a number of the bar scenes in his film Mean Streets (1973).( https://youtu.be/xn1oBVyytlQ )
The scenes show ordinary people doing ordinary things just as Caravaggio painted ordinary people at a time when it was least expected. (https://youtu.be/CtAl0bXSmzI). As Francine Prose was quoted by Laura Giacalone in the Italian Journal “It could be said that without Caravaggio’s innovations film noir would not have come to exist.” From this evidence alone, I believe it could be said that Caravaggio was a forerunner to the modern-day documentary photographer and the filmmaker.
The British artist Mat Collishaw also cites Caravaggio as one of his biggest influences and believes that he is still important in the 21st century. Looking at Caravaggio’s use of colour inspired Colshaw to use similar techniques in his own work.
For many reasons I dispute the claim that Caravaggio was the ‘destroyer of painting’. The sheer number of reproductions and interpretations of Caravagio’s work that have survived, and are still in circulation today, are purely phenomenal. For a man who had no formal workshop or pupils to mould, his impact on his peers and successors was indisputable. As Robert Hughes, art critic of Time magazine has said “There was art before him and after him but they were not the same.” His influence on modern day artists, photographers and even filmmakers show how, despite the claims of his critics, his innovative techniques have stood the test of time.  For me then, Caravaggio’s genius had set alight the artistic world of his time and this flame is, without doubt, continuing to shine on the artists of today. 
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