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MICHELANGELO MERISI DA CARAVAGGIO : A BRIEF LIFE

In this lecture, Dr. John T. Spike places the Caravaggio’s major paintings within the context of the master’s brief yet meteoric career.

THE ART OF AMBIGUITY: CARAVAGGIO’S ROMAN-PERIOD PAINTINGS

The brilliant 17th century Italian painter, Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610), depicted religious themes in contemporary settings with a style based in visible reality. Habitually transgressing the boundary between the sacred and the profane, Caravaggio is renowned as one of the greatest religious painters of all time. His early successes, however, were also based on his genius for treating themes of deception, trickery, and disguise.  Like his contemporary, Shakespeare, Caravaggio combined realism with artifice in ways that have resulted in a puzzling diversity of interpretations. Dr. John T. Spike proposes that these paintings reflect Caravaggio’s delight in calculated ambiguities. 

AMAZING GRACE: CARAVAGGIO’S LATER PAINTINGS 

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610) shocked his contemporaries by portraying the saints and virgins of Christianity with the faces and bodies of his companions and lovers from the streets of Rome. Yet, more than merely provocative, Caravaggio’s paintings, particularly in the last decade of his short and scandalous life, reflect his profound consideration of the controversial theological questions: Who will receive God’s grace, Who will be saved?  John T. Spike shows that, beginning with The Calling of Saint Matthew, Caravaggio’s later paintings continually posed these questions through biblical stories, exposing the artist’s restless longing to experience the amazing delights of God’s grace for himself.  

CARAVAGGIO’S OPTICAL REALITIES   

The brilliant early 17th century painter Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610) reset the course of art history with his hyper-real depictions of religious scenes in contemporary settings. But, how faithful to reality were Caravaggio’s paintings? Dr. John T. Spike argues that, aided by the new technology of optics, Caravaggio deliberately reworked select elements of his paintings, such as the scale of hands, the sharpness of leaves, or the way figures overlap, to skillfully orchestrate optical illusions that created the immediacy and visual impact for which his paintings are justly celebrated. 

THE PLEASURES OF THE SENSE: THE GOLDEN AGE OF ITALIAN STILL LIFES 

Whether triumphant floral bouquets, allegories, hunting and game pictures, or intimate pastel-tinted flowers, still life paintings have always appealed to the five senses.  Caravaggio transformed still lifes from a minor to a major genre, famously saying, ‘it cost him just as much effort to paint a picture of flowers as one of figures.’    The author of two books devoted exclusively to Italian Still Life painting, Spike is “the outstanding expert of the subject ... with a competence I unhesitatingly acknowledge” (Luigi Salerno, Nuovi Studi su La Natura Morta Italiana, Rome 1989, p 3)  In this lecture, Dr. John T. Spike traces Caravaggio’s influence across the 17th and 18th centuries, as well as the countervailing trend towards lavish decorations.
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A LIFE WELL-LIVED: 17TH-CENTURY OLD MASTERS SHOW THE WAY

Religious, political, and military turmoil dominated 17th-century Europe as the balance of power shifted from church to state, and competition accelerated to maintain and extend colonies in distant corners of the globe. How did one live a good life in a world characterized by constant violence? The answers embraced by the leading thinkers of the day came from the now little known theory of Neo-Stoicism which offered practical advice on how to live in ways that were both morally sound and politically effective. Combining Christian and pagan thought, Neo-Stoicism promoted rational reflection to soothe the soul in times of emotional distress.  Art historians have long credited the great French painter, Nicolas Poussin, with a monopoly on Neo-Stoicism because of his extremely rational, cool, and restrained style. Yet, Dr. John T. Spike demonstrates there is more than abundant evidence that Neo-Stoic thought underlies the work of many of the great 17th-century painters, including the sumptuously dramatic paintings of Rubens and the martyrdoms of Mattia Preti. Despite their wildly differing styles, their message remains the same.

