
24-1 Gianlorenzo Bernini, interior of the Cornaro Chapel, Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome, Italy, 1645–1652.

Bernini was the quintessential Baroque artist. For the Cornaro Chapel, he drew on the full capabilities of architecture, sculpture,
and painting to create an intensely emotional experience for worshipers.
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Art historians traditionally describe 17th-century European art as Baroque, but the term is prob-
lematic because the period encompasses a broad range of styles and genres. Although its origin is

unclear, “Baroque” may have come from the Portuguese word barroco, meaning an irregularly shaped
pearl. Use of the term emerged in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, when critics disparaged the
Baroque period’s artistic production, in large part because of perceived deficiencies in comparison with
the art of the Italian Renaissance. Over time, this negative connotation faded, but the term is still useful
to describe the distinctive new style that emerged during the 17th century—a style of complexity and
drama seen especially in Italian art of this period. Whereas Renaissance artists reveled in the precise, or-
derly rationality of classical models, Baroque artists embraced dynamism, theatricality, and elaborate or-
namentation, all used to spectacular effect, often on a grandiose scale.

ITALY
Although in the 16th century the Catholic Church launched the Counter-Reformation in response to—
and as a challenge to—the Protestant Reformation, the considerable appeal of Protestantism continued to
preoccupy the popes throughout the 17th century. The Treaty of Westphalia (see Chapter 25) in 1648 had
formally recognized the principle of religious freedom, serving to validate Protestantism (predominantly in
the German states). With the Church in Rome as the leading art patron in 17th-century Italy, the aim of
much of Italian Baroque art was to restore Catholicism’s predominance and centrality. The Council of
Trent, one 16th-century Counter-Reformation initiative, firmly resisted Protestant objections to using im-
ages in religious worship, insisting on their necessity for teaching the laity (see “Religious Art in Counter-
Reformation Italy,” Chapter 22, page 596). Baroque art in Italy was therefore often overtly didactic.

Architecture and Sculpture
Italian 17th-century art and architecture, especially in Rome, embodied the renewed energy of the
Catholic Counter-Reformation and communicated it to the populace. At the end of the 16th century,
Pope Sixtus V (r. 1585–1590) had played a key role in the Roman Catholic Church’s lengthy campaign to
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reestablish its preeminence. He augmented the papal treasury and in-
tended to rebuild Rome as an even more magnificent showcase of
Church power. Between 1606 and 1667, several strong and ambitious
popes—Paul V, Urban VIII, Innocent X, and Alexander VII—brought
many of Sixtus V’s dreams to fruition. Rome still bears the marks of
their patronage everywhere.

SANTA SUSANNA The facade (FIG. 24-2) that Carlo Maderno
(1556–1629) designed at the turn of the century for the Roman
church of Santa Susanna stands as one of the earliest manifestations
of the Baroque artistic spirit. In its general appearance, Maderno’s fa-
cade resembles Giacomo della Porta’s immensely influential design
for Il Gesù (FIG. 22-55). But Maderno’s later facade has a greater ver-
ticality that concentrates and dramatizes the major features of its
model. The tall central section projects forward from the horizontal
lower story, and the scroll buttresses that connect the two levels are
narrower and set at a sharper angle. The elimination of an arch fram-
ing the pediment over the doorway further enhances the design’s ver-
tical thrust. The rhythm of Santa Susanna’s vigorously projecting
columns and pilasters mounts dramatically toward the emphatically
stressed central axis. The recessed niches, which contain statues and
create pockets of shadow, heighten the sculptural effect.

MADERNO AND SAINT PETER’S The drama inherent in
Santa Susanna’s facade appealed to Pope Paul V (r. 1605–1621), who
commissioned Maderno in 1606 to complete Saint Peter’s in Rome.
As the symbolic seat of the papacy, the church Constantine originally
built over the first pope’s tomb (see Chapter 11) radiated enormous
symbolic presence. In light of Counter-Reformation concerns, the
Baroque popes wanted to conclude the already century-long rebuild-
ing project and reestablish the force embodied in the mammoth
structure. In many ways Maderno’s facade (FIG. 24-3) is a gigantic
expansion of the elements of Santa Susanna’s first level. But the com-
pactness and verticality of the smaller church’s facade are not as
prominent because Saint Peter’s enormous breadth counterbalances
them. Mitigating circumstances must be considered when assessing
this design, however. The preexisting core of an incomplete building
restricted Maderno, so he did not have the luxury of formulating a
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24-2 Carlo Maderno, facade of Santa Susanna, Rome, Italy,
1597–1603.

Maderno’s facade of Santa Susanna is one of the earliest manifestations
of the Baroque spirit. The rhythm of the columns and pilasters mounts
dramatically toward the emphatically stressed vertical axis.

24-3 Carlo Maderno, facade
of Saint Peter’s, Vatican City,
Rome, Italy, 1606–1612.

For the facade of Saint Peter’s,
Maderno elaborated on his
design for Santa Susanna 
(FIG. 24-2), but the two outer
bays with bell towers were 
not part of his plan and detract
from the verticality he sought.
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totally new concept for Saint Peter’s. Moreover, the two outer bays
with bell towers were not part of his original concept. Hence, had the
facade been constructed according to the architect’s initial design, the
result would have been greater verticality and visual coherence.

Maderno’s plan for Saint Peter’s (MAP 24-1) also departed from
the central plans designed for it during the Renaissance by Bramante
(FIG. 22-23) and, later, by Michelangelo (FIG. 22-25). Paul V commis-
sioned Maderno to add three nave bays to the earlier nucleus because
Church officials had decided the central plan was too closely associated
with pagan buildings, such as the Pantheon (FIG. 10-51). Moreover, the

longitudinal basilican plan used for
the original fourth-century church
(FIG. 11-9) reinforced the symbolic
distinction between clergy and laity
and provided a space for the proces-
sions of ever-growing assemblies.
Lengthening the nave, unfortunately,
pushed the dome farther back from
the facade and all but destroyed the
effect Michelangelo had planned—a
structure pulled together and domi-
nated by its dome. When viewed at
close range, the dome barely emerges
above the facade’s soaring frontal
plane. Seen from farther back (FIG.
24-3), it appears to have no drum.
Visitors must move back quite a dis-
tance from the front (or fly over the
church, FIG. 24-4) to see the dome
and drum together. Today, viewers
can appreciate the effect Michelan-
gelo intended only by observing the
church from the back (FIG. 22-26).

BERNINI AND SAINT PETER’S Old Saint Peter’s had a
large forecourt, or atrium (FIG. 11-9, no. 6), in front of the church
proper, and in the mid-17th century, Gianlorenzo Bernini
(1598–1680) received the prestigious commission to construct a
monumental colonnade-framed piazza (plaza; FIG. 24-4) in front
of Maderno’s facade. Architect, painter, and sculptor, Bernini was
one of the most important and imaginative artists of the Italian
Baroque era and its most characteristic, sustaining spirit. Bernini’s
design had to accommodate two preexisting structures on the 
site—an ancient obelisk the Romans brought from Egypt (which

Pope Sixtus V had moved to its present
location in 1585 as part of his vision of
Christian triumph in Rome) and a
fountain Maderno designed. Bernini
co-opted these features to define the
long axis of a vast oval embraced by two
colonnades joined to Maderno’s facade.
Four rows of huge Tuscan columns
make up the two colonnades, which 
terminate in classical temple fronts. The
colonnades extend a dramatic gesture of
embrace to all who enter the piazza,
symbolizing the welcome the Roman
Catholic Church gave its members 

MAP 24-1 Vatican City.

CITY WALLS

W
ALLS

C
IT

Y

C
IT

Y
 W

A
LL

S

St. Peter’s
Basilica

St. Peter’s
Piazza Obelisk

Apostolic
Palace

Scalia Regia
Sistine
Chapel

Vatican
Museums

Vatican Gardens

V A T I C A N
C I T Y

0 1000 feet

0 250 meters 125

500

24-4 Aerial view of Saint Peter’s,
Vatican City, Rome, Italy. Piazza designed
by Gianlorenzo Bernini, 1656–1667.

The dramatic gesture of embrace that
Bernini’s colonnade makes as worship-
ers enter Saint Peter’s piazza symbolizes 
the welcome the Roman Catholic Church
extended its members during the 
Counter-Reformation.
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during the Counter-Reformation. Bernini himself referred to his
colonnades as the welcoming arms of the church. Beyond their sym-
bolic resonance, the colonnades served visually to counteract the
natural perspective and bring the facade closer to the viewer. By em-
phasizing the facade’s height in this manner, Bernini subtly and ef-
fectively compensated for its extensive width. Thus, a Baroque trans-
formation expanded the compact central designs of Bramante and
Michelangelo into a dynamic complex of axially ordered elements
that reach out and enclose spaces of vast dimension. By its sheer
scale and theatricality, the completed Saint Peter’s fulfilled the desire
of the Counter-Reformation Catholic Church to present an awe-
inspiring, authoritative vision of itself.

BALDACCHINO, SAINT PETER’S Long before being in-
vited to design the piazza, Bernini had been at work decorating the in-
terior of Saint Peter’s. His first commission, completed between 1624
and 1633, called for the design and erection of a gigantic bronze bal-
dacchino (FIG. 24-5) under the great dome. The canopy-like structure
(baldacco is Italian for “silk from Baghdad,” such as for a cloth canopy)
stands 100 feet high (the height of an average eight-story building).
The baldacchino serves both functional and symbolic purposes. It
marks the high altar and the tomb of Saint Peter, and it visually
bridges human scale to the lofty vaults and dome above. Further, for
worshipers entering the nave of the huge church, it provides a dra-
matic, compelling presence at the crossing. Its columns also create a vi-
sual frame for the elaborate sculpture representing the throne of Saint
Peter (the Cathedra Petri) at the far end of Saint Peter’s (FIG. 24-5,

rear). On a symbolic level, the structure’s decorative elements speak 
to the power of the Catholic Church and of Pope Urban VIII 
(r. 1623–1644). Partially fluted and wreathed with vines, the baldac-
chino’s four spiral columns recall those of the ancient baldacchino over
the same spot in Old Saint Peter’s, thereby invoking the past to re-
inforce the primacy of the Roman Catholic Church in the l7th century.
At the top of the columns, four colossal angels stand guard at the upper
corners of the canopy. Forming the canopy’s apex are four serpentine
brackets that elevate the orb and the cross. Since the time of Constan-
tine (FIG. 10-81, right), the orb and the cross had served as symbols of
the Church’s triumph. The baldacchino also features numerous bees,
symbols of Urban VIII’s family, the Barberini. The structure effectively
gives visual form to the triumph of Christianity and the papal claim to
doctrinal supremacy.

The construction of the baldacchino was itself a remarkable
feat. Each of the bronze columns consists of five sections cast from
wooden models using the lost-wax process (see “Hollow-Casting
Life-Size Bronze Statues,” Chapter 5, page 122). Although Bernini
did some of the hands-on work himself, for example, cleaning and
repairing the wax molds and doing the final chasing (engraving and
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24-6 Gianlorenzo Bernini, Scala Regia (Royal Stairway), Vatican
City, Rome, Italy, 1663–1666.

By gradually reducing the distance between the columns and walls as
the stairway ascends, Bernini created the illusion that the Scala Regia 
is of uniform width and that the aisles continue for its full length.

24-5 Gianlorenzo Bernini, baldacchino, Saint Peter’s, Vatican City,
Rome, Italy, 1624–1633. Gilded bronze, 100� high.

Bernini’s baldacchino serves both functional and symbolic purposes. 
It marks Saint Peter’s tomb and the high altar of the church, and it
visually bridges human scale to the lofty vaults and dome above.
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embossing) of the bronze casts, he contracted out much of the work
for the project to experienced bronzecasters and sculptors. The super-
structure is predominantly cast bronze, although some of the sculp-
tural elements are brass or wood. The enormous scale of the bal-
dacchino required a considerable amount of bronze. On Urban VIII’s
orders, workers dismantled the portico of the Pantheon (FIG. 10-49) to
acquire the bronze for the baldacchino—ideologically appropriate,
given the Church’s rejection of paganism.

The concepts of triumph and grandeur permeate every aspect
of the 17th-century design of Saint Peter’s. Suggesting a great and
solemn procession, the main axis of the complex traverses the piazza
(marked by the central obelisk) and enters Maderno’s nave. It comes
to a temporary halt at the altar beneath Bernini’s baldacchino, but it
continues on toward its climactic destination at another great altar
in the apse.

SCALA REGIA Bernini demonstrated his impressive skill at
transforming space in another project he undertook for the papacy,
the Scala Regia (Royal Stairway; FIG. 24-6), that connects the papal
apartments to Saint Peter’s. Because the original passageway was 
irregular, dark, and dangerous to descend, Pope Alexander VII 
(r. 1655–1667) commissioned Bernini to replace it. A sculptural group
of trumpeting angels and the papal arms crowns the entrance to the
stairway, where columns carrying a barrel vault (built in two sec-
tions) form aisles flanking the central corridor. By gradually reducing
the distance between the columns and walls as the stairway ascends,
Bernini eliminated the aisles on the upper levels while creating the il-
lusion that the whole stairway is of uniform width and that the aisles
continue for its entire length. Likewise, the space between the colon-
nades narrows with ascent, reinforcing the natural perspective and
making the stairs appear longer than they are. To minimize this effect,
Bernini brightened the lighting at the top of the stairs, exploiting the
natural human inclination to move from darkness toward light.
To make the long ascent more tolerable, he inserted an illuminated
landing that provides a midway resting point. The result is a highly
sophisticated design, both dynamic and dramatic, that repeats on a
smaller scale, perhaps even more effectively, the processional sequence
found inside Saint Peter’s. The challenge of this difficult assignment
must have intrigued Bernini. The biographer Filippo Baldinucci
(1625–1696) reported that Bernini “said the highest merit lay not 
in making beautiful and commodious buildings, but in being able to
make do with little, to make use of a deficit in such a way that if it had
not existed one would have to invent it.”1

BERNINI, DAVID Although Bernini was a great and influential
Baroque architect, his fame rests primarily on his sculpture, which
also energetically expresses the Italian Baroque spirit. Baldinucci as-
serted: “[T]here was perhaps never anyone who manipulated marble
with more facility and boldness. He gave his works a marvelous soft-
ness . . . making the marble, so to say, flexible.”2 Bernini’s sculpture is
expansive and theatrical, and the element of time usually plays an im-
portant role in it. A sculpture that predates his work on Saint Peter’s
is his David (FIG. 24-7). Bernini surely knew the Renaissance statues
by Donatello (FIG. 21-12), Verrocchio (FIG. 21-13), and Michelangelo
(FIG. 22-13) portraying the young biblical hero. Bernini’s David
fundamentally differs from those earlier masterpieces, however.
Donatello and Verrocchio depicted David after his triumph over 
Goliath. Michelangelo portrayed David before his encounter with
his gigantic adversary. Bernini chose to represent the combat itself.
Unlike his Renaissance predecessors, the Baroque sculptor aimed to
catch the split-second of maximum action. Bernini’s David, his mus-
cular legs widely and firmly planted, begins the violent, pivoting mo-
tion that will launch the stone from his sling. (A bag full of stones is

at David’s left hip, suggesting that he thought the fight would be
tough and long.) Unlike Myron, the fifth-century BCE Greek sculptor
who froze his Diskobolos (FIG. 5-39) at a fleeting moment of inaction,
Bernini selected the most dramatic of an implied sequence of poses,
so that the viewer has to think simultaneously of the continuum and
of this tiny fraction of it. The suggested continuum imparts a dy-
namic quality to the statue that conveys a bursting forth of the en-
ergy seen confined in Michelangelo’s figures (FIGS. 22-15 and 22-16).
Bernini’s David seems to be moving through time and through
space. This kind of sculpture cannot be inscribed in a cylinder or
confined in a niche. Its dynamic action demands space around it.
Nor is the statue self-sufficient in the Renaissance sense, as its pose
and attitude direct attention beyond it to the unseen Goliath. Ber-
nini’s sculpted figure moves out into the space that surrounds it.
Further, the expression of intense concentration on David’s face 
contrasts vividly with the classically placid visages of Donatello’s and
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24-7 Gianlorenzo Bernini, David, 1623. Marble, 5� 7� high. Galleria
Borghese, Rome.

Bernini’s sculptures are expansive and theatrical, and the element of
time plays an important role in them. His emotion-packed David seems
to be moving through both time and space.
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Verrocchio’s Davids and is more emotionally charged even than
Michelangelo’s (FIG. 22-14). The tension in David’s face augments
the dramatic impact of Bernini’s sculpture.

ECSTASY OF SAINT TERESA Another work that displays the
motion and emotion of Italian Baroque art and exemplifies Bernini’s
refusal to limit his statues to firmly defined spatial settings is Ecstasy
of Saint Teresa in the Cornaro Chapel (FIG. 24-1) of the Roman
church of Santa Maria della Vittoria. For this chapel, Bernini mar-
shaled the full capabilities of architecture, sculpture, and painting to
charge the entire area with palpable tension. He accomplished this by
drawing on the considerable knowledge of the theater he absorbed
from writing plays and producing stage designs. The marble sculp-
ture (FIG. 24-8) that serves as the chapel’s focus depicts Saint Teresa,
a nun of the Carmelite order and one of the great mystical saints of
the Spanish Counter-Reformation. Her conversion occurred after the
death of her father, when she fell into a series of trances, saw visions,
and heard voices. Feeling a persistent pain, she attributed it to the
fire-tipped arrow of divine love that an angel had thrust repeatedly
into her heart. In her writings, Saint Teresa described this experience
as making her swoon in delightful anguish. In Bernini’s hands, the
entire Cornaro Chapel became a theater for the production of this
mystical drama. The niche in which it takes place appears as a shallow

proscenium (the part of the stage in front of the curtain) crowned
with a broken Baroque pediment and ornamented with polychrome
marble. On either side of the chapel, sculpted portraits of the fam-
ily of Cardinal Federico Cornaro (1579–1673) watch the heavenly
drama unfold from choice balcony seats. Bernini depicted the saint in
ecstasy, unmistakably a mingling of spiritual and physical passion,
swooning back on a cloud, while the smiling angel aims his arrow.
The sculptor’s supreme technical virtuosity is evident in the visual
differentiation in texture among the clouds, rough monk’s cloth,
gauzy material, smooth flesh, and feathery wings—all carved from
the same white marble. Light from a hidden window of yellow glass
pours down on golden rays that suggest the radiance of Heaven,
whose painted representation covers the vault.

The passionate drama of Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa cor-
related with the ideas disseminated earlier by Ignatius Loyola
(1491–1556), who founded the Jesuit order in 1534 and whom the
Church canonized as Saint Ignatius in 1622. In his book Spiritual 
Exercises, Ignatius argued that the re-creation of spiritual experiences
in artworks would do much to increase devotion and piety. Thus,
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24-8 Gianlorenzo Bernini, Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, Cornaro Chapel,
Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome, Italy, 1645–1652. Marble, height of
group 11� 6�.

The passionate drama of Bernini’s depiction of Saint Teresa correlated
with the ideas of Ignatius Loyola, who argued that the re-creation of
spiritual experience would do much to increase devotion and piety.

24-9 Francesco Borromini, facade of San Carlo alle Quattro
Fontane, Rome, Italy, 1665–1667.

Borromini rejected the traditional notion that a building’s facade should
be a flat frontispiece. He set San Carlo’s facade in undulating motion,
creating a dynamic counterpoint of concave and convex elements.

1 ft.
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theatricality and sensory impact were useful vehicles for achieving
Counter-Reformation goals. Bernini was a devout Catholic, which
undoubtedly contributed to his understanding of those goals. His
inventiveness, technical skill, sensitivity to his patrons’ needs, and
energy account for his position as the quintessential Italian Baroque
artist.

SAN CARLO ALLE QUATTRO FONTANE As gifted as
Bernini was as an architect, Francesco Borromini (1599–1667)
took Italian Baroque architecture to even greater dramatic heights.
In the little church of San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane (Saint Charles
at the Four Fountains; FIG. 24-9), Borromini went well beyond any
of his predecessors or contemporaries in emphasizing a building’s
sculptural qualities. Although Maderno incorporated sculptural ele-
ments in his designs for the facades of Santa Susanna (FIG. 24-2) and
Saint Peter’s (FIG. 24-3), they still develop along relatively lateral
planes. Borromini set his facade in undulating motion, creating a
dynamic counterpoint of concave and convex elements on two levels
(for example, the sway of the cornices). He emphasized the three-
dimensional effect with deeply recessed niches. This facade is not the
traditional flat frontispiece that defines a building’s outer limits. It is
a pulsating, engaging component inserted between interior and ex-
terior space, designed not to separate but to provide a fluid transi-

tion between the two. Underscoring this functional interrelation of
the building and its environment is the curious fact that the church
has not one but two facades. The second, a narrow bay crowned with
its own small tower, turns away from the main facade and, tracking
the curve of the street, faces an intersection. (The upper facade dates
seven years after Borromini’s death, and it is uncertain to what de-
gree the present design reflects his original intention.)

The interior is not only an ingenious response to an awkward
site but also a provocative variation on the theme of the centrally
planned church. In plan (FIG. 24-10), San Carlo is a hybrid of a
Greek cross (a cross with four arms of equal length) and an oval, with
a long axis between entrance and apse. The side walls move in an un-
dulating flow that reverses the facade’s motion. Vigorously projecting
columns define the space into which they protrude just as much as
they accent the walls attached to them. Capping this molded interior
space is a deeply coffered oval dome (FIG. 24-11) that seems to float
on the light entering through windows hidden in its base. Rich varia-
tions on the basic theme of the oval, dynamic relative to the static cir-
cle, create an interior that flows from entrance to altar, unimpeded by
the segmentation so characteristic of Renaissance buildings.
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24-10 Francesco Borromini, plan of San Carlo alle Quattro
Fontane, Rome, Italy, 1638–1641.

The plan of San Carlo is a hybrid of a Greek cross and an oval. The 
side walls pulsate in a way that reverses the facade’s movement. The
molded, dramatically lit space appears to flow from entrance to altar.

N
0 10 20 30 feet

0 5 10 meters

Dome

Dome

24-11 Francesco Borromini, San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 
(view into dome), Rome, Italy, 1638–1641.

In place of a traditional round dome, Borromini capped the interior of
San Carlo with a deeply coffered oval dome that seems to float on the
light entering through windows hidden in its base.
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CHAPEL OF SAINT IVO Borromini car-
ried the unification of interior space even further
in the Chapel of Saint Ivo (FIG. 24-12) in the
courtyard of the College of the Sapienza (Wis-
dom) in Rome. In his characteristic manner,
Borromini played concave against convex forms
on the upper level of this chapel’s exterior. The
lower stories of the court, which frame the bot-
tom facade, had already been constructed when
Borromini began work. Above the facade’s in-
ward curve—its design adjusted to the earlier ar-
cades of the court—rises a convex drumlike
structure that supports the dome’s lower parts.

24-12 Francesco Borromini, Chapel of Saint Ivo, College of the
Sapienza, Rome, Italy, begun 1642.

In characteristic fashion, Borromini played concave against convex
forms on the upper level of the Roman Chapel of Saint Ivo. Pilasters
restrain the forces that seem to push the bulging forms outward.

24-13 Francesco Borromini, plan of the Chapel of Saint Ivo,
College of the Sapienza, Rome, Italy, begun 1642.

The interior elevation fully reflects all the elements of the highly
complex plan of Borromini’s chapel in the College of the Sapienza,
which is star-shaped with rounded points and apses on all sides.
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24-14 Francesco Borromini, Chapel of
Saint Ivo (view into dome), College of the Sapienza,
Rome, Italy, begun 1642.

Unlike Renaissance domes, Borromini’s Saint Ivo
dome is an organic part that evolves out of and
shares the qualities of the supporting walls, and 
it cannot be separated from them.
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Powerful pilasters restrain the forces that seem to push the bulging
forms outward. Buttresses above the pilasters curve upward to brace
a tall, ornate lantern topped by a spiral that, screwlike, seems to fas-
ten the structure to the sky.

The centralized plan (FIG. 24-13) of the Saint Ivo chapel is
that of a star having rounded points and apses on all sides. Indenta-
tions and projections along the angled curving walls create a highly
complex plan, with all the elements fully reflected in the interior ele-
vation. From floor to lantern, the wall panels rise in a continuously
tapering sweep halted only momentarily by a single horizontal cor-
nice (FIG. 24-14). Thus, the dome is not a separate unit placed on a
supporting block, as in Renaissance buildings. It is an organic part
that evolves out of and shares the qualities of the supporting walls,
and it cannot be separated from them. This carefully designed pro-
gression up through the lantern creates a dynamic and cohesive shell
that encloses and energetically molds a scalloped fragment of space.
Few architects have matched Borromini’s ability to translate ex-
tremely complicated designs into such masterfully unified structures
as Saint Ivo.

Painting
Although architecture and sculpture provided the most obvious ve-
hicles for manipulating space and creating theatrical effects, paint-
ing continued to be an important art form, as it was in previous 
centuries. Among the most noted Italian Baroque painters were 
Annibale Carracci and Caravaggio, whose styles, although different,
were both thoroughly in accord with the period.

ANNIBALE CARRACCI A native of Bologna, Annibale
Carracci (1560–1609) received much of his training at an academy
of art founded cooperatively by his family members, among them

his cousin Ludovico Carracci (1555–1619) and brother Agostino
Carracci (1557–1602). The Bolognese academy was the first signifi-
cant institution of its kind in the history of Western art. The Car-
racci founded it on the premises that art can be taught—the basis of
any academic philosophy of art—and that its instruction must in-
clude the classical and Renaissance traditions in addition to the
study of anatomy and life drawing.

In Flight into Egypt (FIG. 24-15), based on the biblical narrative
from Matthew 2:13–14, Annibale Carracci created the “ideal” or “clas-
sical” landscape, in which nature appears ordered by divine law and
human reason. Tranquil hills and fields, quietly gliding streams, serene
skies, unruffled foliage, shepherds with their flocks—all the props of
the pastoral scene and mood familiar in Venetian Renaissance paint-
ings (FIG. 22-35)—expand to fill the picture space in Flight into Egypt
and similar paintings. Carracci regularly included screens of trees in
the foreground, dark against the sky’s even light. In contrast to many
Renaissance artists, he did not create the sense of deep space by em-
ploying linear perspective but rather by varying light and shadow to
suggest expansive atmosphere. In Flight into Egypt, streams or terraces,
carefully placed one above the other and narrowed, zigzag through the
terrain, leading the viewer’s eye back to the middle ground. There,
many Venetian Renaissance landscape artists depicted architectural
structures (as Carracci did in Flight into Egypt)—walled towns or
citadels, towers, temples, monumental tombs, and villas. These con-
structed environments captured idealized antiquity and the idyllic life.
Although the artists often took the subjects for these classically ren-
dered scenes from religious or heroic stories, they favored the pastoral
landscapes over the narratives. Here, the painter greatly diminished the
size of Mary, the Christ Child, and Saint Joseph, who simply become
part of the landscape as they wend their way slowly to Egypt after hav-
ing been ferried across a stream.

24-15 Annibale Carracci, Flight into Egypt, 1603–1604. Oil on canvas, 4� � 7� 6�. Galleria Doria Pamphili, Rome.

Carracci’s landscapes idealize antiquity and the idyllic life. Here, the pastoral setting takes precedence over the narrative of Mary, the Christ Child,
and Saint Joseph wending their way slowly to Egypt.
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LOVES OF THE GODS Among Carracci’s most notable works
is his decoration of the Palazzo Farnese gallery (FIG. 24-16) in Rome.
Cardinal Odoardo Farnese (1573–1626), a wealthy descendant of
Pope Paul III, commissioned this ceiling fresco to celebrate the wed-
ding of the cardinal’s brother. Appropriately, the title of its icono-
graphic program is Loves of the Gods—interpretations of the varieties
of earthly and divine love in classical mythology.

Carracci arranged the scenes in a format resembling framed easel
paintings on a wall, but here he painted them on the surfaces of a shal-
low curved vault. This type of simulation of easel painting for ceiling
design is called quadro riportato (transferred framed painting). By
adapting the Northern European and Venetian tradition of oil paint-
ing to the central Italian fresco tradition, Carracci reoriented the di-
rection of painting in Florence and Rome. His great influence made
quadro riportato fashionable for more than a century.

Flanking the framed pictures are polychrome seated nude
youths, who turn their heads to gaze at the scenes around them, and
standing Atlas figures painted to resemble marble statues. Carracci
derived these motifs from the Sistine Chapel ceiling (FIG. 22-1), but
he did not copy Michelangelo’s figures. Notably, the chiaroscuro of

the Farnese gallery frescoes differs for the pictures and the figures
surrounding them. Carracci modeled the figures inside the quadri in
an even light. In contrast, light from beneath seems to illuminate the
outside figures, as if they were tangible, three-dimensional beings or
statues lit by torches in the gallery below. This interest in illusion, al-
ready manifest in the Renaissance, continued in the grand ceiling
compositions (FIGS. 24-21 to 24-24) of the 17th century. In the
crown of the vault, a long panel representing the Triumph of Bacchus
is an ingenious mixture of Raphael’s drawing style and lighting and
Titian’s more sensuous and animated figures. It reflects Carracci’s
adroitness in adjusting their authoritative styles to create something
of his own.

CARAVAGGIO Michelangelo Merisi, known as Caravaggio
(1573–1610) after the northern Italian town from which he came,
developed a unique style that had tremendous influence throughout
Europe. His outspoken disdain for the classical masters (probably
more vocal than real) drew bitter criticism from many painters, one
of whom denounced him as the “anti-Christ of painting.” Giovanni
Pietro Bellori, the most influential critic of the age and an admirer of
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24-16 Annibale Carracci, Loves of
the Gods, ceiling frescoes in the gallery,
Palazzo Farnese, Rome, Italy, 1597–1601.

On the shallow curved vault of this gallery 
in the Palazzo Farnese, Carracci arranged the
mythological scenes in a quadro riportato
format—a fresco resembling easel paintings
on a wall.
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Annibale Carracci, felt that Caravaggio’s refusal to emulate the mod-
els of his distinguished predecessors threatened the whole classical
tradition of Italian painting that had reached its zenith in Raphael’s
work (see “Giovanni Pietro Bellori on Annibale Carracci and Cara-
vaggio,” page 660). Yet despite this criticism and the problems in
Caravaggio’s troubled life (reconstructed from documents such as
police records), Caravaggio received many commissions, both public
and private, and numerous artists paid him the supreme compli-
ment of borrowing from his innovations. His influence on later
artists, as much outside Italy as within, was immense. In his art,
Caravaggio injected a naturalism into both religion and the classics,
reducing them to human dramas played out in the harsh and dingy
settings of his time and place. His unidealized figures selected from
the fields and the streets of Italy, however, were effective precisely be-
cause of their familiarity.

CONVERSION OF SAINT PAUL Caravaggio painted Con-
version of Saint Paul (FIG. 24-17) for the Cerasi Chapel in the Ro-
man church of Santa Maria del Popolo. He depicted the saint-to-be
at the moment of his conversion, flat on his back with his arms

thrown up. In the background, an old hostler seems preoccupied
with caring for the horse. At first inspection, little here suggests the
momentous significance of the spiritual event in progress. The
viewer of the painting could well be witnessing a mere stable acci-
dent, not a man overcome by a great miracle. Although many of his
contemporaries criticized Caravaggio for departing from traditional
depictions of religious scenes, the eloquence and humanity with
which he imbued his paintings impressed many others.

To compel interest and involvement in Paul’s conversion, Cara-
vaggio employed a variety of formal devices. Here, as elsewhere, he
used a perspective and a chiaroscuro intended to bring viewers as
close as possible to the scene’s space and action, almost as if they
were participating in them. The low horizon line augments the
sense of inclusion. Caravaggio designed Conversion of Saint Paul for
its location on the chapel wall, positioned at the line of sight of an
average-height person standing at the chapel entrance. The sharply
lit figures emerge from the dark background as if lit by the light
from the chapel’s windows. The lighting resembles that of a stage
production and is analogous to the rays in Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint
Teresa (FIG. 24-8).
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24-17 Caravaggio, Conversion of Saint 
Paul, ca. 1601. Oil on canvas, 7� 6� � 5� 9�. Cerasi
Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome.

Caravaggio used perspective, chiaroscuro, 
and dramatic lighting to bring viewers into this
painting’s space and action, almost as if they
were participants in Saint Paul’s conversion to
Christianity.

1 ft.
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Caravaggio’s figures are still heroic with powerful bodies and
clearly delineated contours in the Renaissance tradition, but the
stark and dramatic contrast of light and dark, which at first shocked
and then fascinated his contemporaries, obscures the more tradi-
tional aspects of his style. Art historians call Caravaggio’s use of dark
settings enveloping their occupants—which profoundly influenced
European art, especially in Spain and the Netherlands—tenebrism,
from the Italian word tenebroso, or “shadowy” manner. In Caravag-
gio’s work, tenebrism also contributed greatly to the essential mean-
ing of his pictures. In Conversion of Saint Paul, the dramatic spot-
light shining down upon the fallen Paul is the light of divine
revelation converting him to Christianity.

CALLING OF SAINT MATTHEW A piercing ray of light il-
luminating a world of darkness and bearing a spiritual message is also
a central feature of one of Caravaggio’s early masterpieces, Calling of
Saint Matthew (FIG. 24-18). It is one of two large canvases honoring
Saint Matthew that the artist painted for the side walls of the Contarelli
Chapel in San Luigi dei Francesi in Rome. The commonplace setting of
the painting—a tavern with unadorned walls—is typical of Caravag-

gio. Into this mundane environment, cloaked in mysterious shadow
and almost unseen, Christ, identifiable initially only by his indistinct
halo, enters from the right. With a commanding gesture that recalls the
Lord’s hand in Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam (FIG. 22-19), he sum-
mons Levi, the Roman tax collector, to a higher calling. The astonished
Levi—his face highlighted for the viewer by the beam of light emanat-
ing from an unspecified source above Christ’s head and outside the
picture—points to himself in disbelief. Although Christ’s extended
arm is reminiscent of the Lord’s in Creation of Adam, the position of
Christ’s hand and wrist is similar to that of Adam’s. This reference was
highly appropriate, because the Church considered Christ to be the
second Adam. Whereas Adam was responsible for the Fall of Man,
Christ is responsible for human redemption. The conversion of Levi
(who became Matthew) brought his salvation.

ENTOMBMENT In 1603, Caravaggio produced a large-scale
painting, Entombment (FIG. 24-19), for the Chapel of Pietro Vit-
trice at Santa Maria in Vallicella in Rome. This work includes all the
hallmarks of Caravaggio’s distinctive style: the plebeian figure types
(particularly visible in the scruffy, worn face of Nicodemus, who
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TThe written sources to which art historians turn as aids in 
understanding the art of the past are invaluable, but they re-

flect the personal preferences and prejudices of the writers. Pliny 
the Elder, for example, writing in the first century CE, reported that
“art ceased”* after the death of Alexander the Great—a remark 
usually interpreted as expressing his disapproval of Hellenistic art in
contrast to Classical art (see Chapter 5). Giorgio Vasari, the biog-
rapher and champion of Italian Renaissance artists, condemned
Gothic art as “monstrous and barbarous,”† and considered medieval
art in general as a distortion of the noble art of the Greeks and Ro-
mans (see Chapter 18). Giovanni Pietro Bellori (1613–1696), the
leading biographer of Baroque artists, similarly recorded his admi-
ration for Renaissance classicism as well as his distaste for Manner-
ism and realism in his opposing evaluations of Annibale Carracci
and Caravaggio.

In the opening lines of his Vita of Carracci, Bellori praised “the
divine Raphael . . . [whose art] raised its beauty to the summit,
restoring it to the ancient majesty of . . . the Greeks and the Romans”
and lamented that soon after, “artists, abandoning the study of
nature, corrupted art with the maniera, that is to say, with the fantas-
tic idea based on practice and not on imitation.” But fortunately,
Bellori observed, just “when painting was drawing to its end,” Anni-
bale Carraccci rescued “the declining and extinguished art.”‡

Bellori especially lauded Carracci’s Palazzo Farnese frescoes
(FIG. 24-16):

No one could imagine seeing anywhere else a more noble and 

magnificent style of ornamentation, obtaining supreme excellence

in the compartmentalization and in the figures and executed with

the grandest manner in the design with the just proportion and the

great strength of chiaroscuro. . . . Among modern works they have

no comparison.§

In contrast, Bellori characterized Caravaggio as talented and
widely imitated but misguided in his rejection of classicism in favor
of realism.

[Caravaggio] began to paint according to his own inclinations; not only

ignoring but even despising the superb statuary of antiquity and the

famous paintings of Raphael, he considered nature to be the only sub-

ject fit for his brush. As a result, when he was shown the most famous

statues of [the ancient Greek masters] Phidias and Glykon in order that

he might use them as models, his only answer was to point toward a

crowd of people, saying that nature had given him an abundance of

masters. . . . [W]hen he came upon someone in town who pleased him

he made no attempt to improve on the creations of nature.**

[Caravaggio] claimed that he imitated his models so closely that he

never made a single brushstroke that he called his own, but said rather

that it was nature’s. Repudiating all other rules, he considered the high-

est achievement not to be bound to art. For this innovation he was

greatly acclaimed, and many talented and educated artists seemed com-

pelled to follow him. . . . Nevertheless he lacked invenzione, decorum,

disegno, or any knowledge of the science of painting. The moment the

model was taken from him, his hand and his mind became empty. . . .

Thus, as Caravaggio suppressed the dignity of art, everybody did as 

he pleased, and what followed was contempt for beautiful things, the

authority of antiquity and Raphael destroyed. . . . Now began the imita-

tion of common and vulgar things, seeking out filth and deformity.#

* Pliny, Natural History, 25.52.
† Giorgio Vasari, Introduzione alle tre arti del disegno (1550), ch. 3.
‡ Giovanni Pietro Bellori, Le vite de’ pittori, scultori e architetti moderni (Rome, 1672).

Translated by Catherine Enggass, The Lives of Annibale and Agostino Carracci by 

Giovanni Pietro Bellori (University Park: Pennsylvania University Press, 1968), 5–6.
§ Ibid., 33.
** Translated by Howard Hibbard, Caravaggio (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), 362.
# Ibid., 371–372.

Giovanni Pietro Bellori 

on Annibale Carracci and Caravaggio

W R I T T E N  S O U R C E S

3555_W_KleinerCh24.qxd  8/15/07  12:18 PM  Page 660



here holds Christ’s legs in the foreground), the stark use of darks and
lights, and the invitation to the viewer to participate in the scene. As
in Conversion of Saint Paul, the action takes place in the foreground.
Caravaggio positioned the figures on a stone slab the corner of
which appears to extend into the viewer’s space. This suggests that
Christ’s body will be laid directly in front of the viewer.

Beyond its ability to move its audience, Caravaggio’s composi-
tion also had theological implications. In light of the ongoing
Counter-Reformation efforts at that time, these implications cannot
be overlooked. To viewers in the chapel, the men seem to be laying
Christ’s body on the altar, which stands in front of the painting. This
serves to give visual form to the doctrine of transubstantiation (the
transformation of the Eucharistic bread and wine into the body and
blood of Christ)—a doctrine central to Catholicism that Protestants
rejected. By depicting Christ’s body as though it were physically
present during the Mass, Caravaggio visually articulated an abstract
theological precept. Unfortunately, because this painting is now in a
museum, viewers no longer can experience this effect.

ARTEMISIA GENTILESCHI Caravaggio’s combination of
naturalism and drama appealed both to patrons and artists, and he
had many followers. One of the most accomplished was Artemisia
Gentileschi (ca. 1593–1653), whose father Orazio (1563–1639), her
teacher, was himself strongly influenced by Caravaggio. The daugh-
ter’s successful career, pursued in Florence, Venice, Naples, and

24-19 Caravaggio, Entombment, from the Chapel of Pietro 
Vittrice, Santa Maria in Vallicella, Rome, Italy, ca. 1603. Oil on canvas,
9� 10 1–8� � 6� 7 15––16�. Pinacoteca, Musei Vaticani, Rome.

In Entombment, Caravaggio gave visual form to the doctrine of transub-
stantiation. The jutting painted stone slab makes it seem as if Christ’s
body will be laid on the actual altar of the chapel.

24-18 Caravaggio, Calling of Saint Matthew,
ca. 1597–1601. Oil on canvas, 11� 1� � 11� 5�.
Contarelli Chapel, San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome.

The stark contrast of light and dark was a 
key feature of Caravaggio’s style. Here, Christ,
cloaked in mysterious shadow and almost
unseen, summons Levi the tax collector (Saint
Matthew) to a higher calling.
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Rome, helped disseminate Caravaggio’s style throughout the penin-
sula (see “The Letters of Artemisia Gentileschi,” above).

In her Judith Slaying Holofernes (FIG. 24-20), Gentileschi used
the tenebrism and what might be called the “dark” subject matter
Caravaggio favored. Significantly, she chose a narrative involving a
heroic female, a favorite theme of hers. The story, from the Old 
Testament Book of Judith, relates the delivery of Israel from its en-
emy, Holofernes. Having succumbed to Judith’s charms, the Assyr-
ian general Holofernes invited her to his tent for the night. When he
fell asleep, Judith cut off his head. In this version of the scene (Gen-
tileschi produced more than one painting of the subject), Judith 
and her maidservant behead Holofernes. Blood spurts everywhere as 
the two women summon all their strength to wield the heavy sword.
The tension and strain are palpable. The controlled highlights on the

action in the foreground recall Caravaggio’s work and heighten the
drama here as well.

GUIDO RENI Caravaggio was not the only early-17th-century
painter to win a devoted following. Guido Reni (1575–1642), known
to his many admirers as “the divine Guido,” trained in the Bolognese
art academy founded by the Carracci family. The influence of Anni-
bale Carracci and Raphael is evident in Reni’s Aurora (FIG. 24-21), a
ceiling fresco in the Casino Rospigliosi in Rome. Aurora (Dawn) leads
Apollo’s chariot, while the Hours dance about it. The artist conceived
Aurora as a quadro riportato, like the paintings in Carracci’s Loves of
the Gods (FIG. 24-16), and painted a complex and convincing illusion-
istic frame. The fresco exhibits a fluid motion, soft modeling, and sure
composition, although without Raphael’s sculpturesque strength. It is
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Artemisia Gentileschi (FIG. 24-20)
was the most renowned woman

painter in Europe during the first half
of the 17th century and the first
woman ever admitted to membership
in Florence’s Accademia del Disegno.
Like other women who could not 
become apprentices in all-male stu-
dios (see “The Artist’s Profession,”
Chapter 20, page 528), she learned her
craft from her father. Never forgotten
in subsequent centuries, Artemisia’s
modern fame stems from the semi-
nal 1976 exhibition Women Artists:
1550–1950,* which opened a new
chapter in feminist art history.

In addition to scores of paintings created for wealthy patrons
that included the King of England and the Grand Duke of Tuscany,
Gentileschi left behind 28 letters, some of which reveal that she be-
lieved patrons treated her differently because of her gender. Three
1649 letters written in Naples to Don Antonio Ruffo (1610–1678) in
Messina make her feelings explicit.

I fear that before you saw the painting you must have thought me

arrogant and presumptuous. . . . [I]f it were not for Your Most Illus-

trious Lordship . . . I would not have been induced to give it for one

hundred and sixty, because everywhere else I have been I was paid

one hundred scudi [Italian coins] per figure. . . . You think me piti-

ful, because a woman’s name raises doubts until her work is seen.†

I was mortified to hear that you want to deduct one third from the

already very low price that I had asked. . . . It must be that in your

heart Your Most Illustrious Lordship finds little merit in me.‡

As for my doing a drawing and sending it, [tell the gentleman who

wishes to know the price for a painting that] I have made a solemn

vow never to send my drawings because people have cheated me.

In particular, just today I found myself [in the situation] that, hav-

ing done a drawing of souls in purgatory for the Bishop of St. Gata,

he, in order to spend less, commissioned another painter to do the

painting using my work. If I were a man, I can’t imagine it would

have turned out this way, because when the concept has been real-

ized and defined with lights and darks, and established by means 

of planes, the rest is a trifle.§

* Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin, Women Artists: 1550–1950

(Los Angeles, Calif.: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1976), 118–124.
† Letter dated January 30, 1649. Translated by Mary D. Garrard, Artemisia 

Gentileschi: The Image of the Female Hero in Italian Baroque Art (Princeton,

N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), 390.
‡ Letter dated October 23, 1649. Ibid., 395–396.
§ Letter dated November 13, 1649. Ibid., 397–398.

The Letters of Artemisia Gentileschi

A R T I S T S  O N  A R T

24-20 Artemisia
Gentileschi, Judith
Slaying Holofernes,
ca. 1614–1620. Oil on
canvas, 6� 6 1–3� � 5� 4�.
Galleria degli Uffizi,
Florence.

Narratives involving heroic
women were a favorite
theme of Gentileschi. In
Judith Slaying Holofernes,
the controlled highlights
on the action in the fore-
ground recall Caravaggio’s
paintings and heighten the
drama.

1 ft.
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an intelligent interpretation of the Renaissance
master’s style. Reni, consistent with the precepts of
the Bolognese academy, also looked to antiquity
for his models. The ultimate sources for the Au-
rora composition were Roman reliefs (FIG. 10-41)
and coins depicting emperors in triumphal chari-
ots accompanied by flying Victories and other
personifications.

PIETRO DA CORTONA The experience of
looking up at a painting is different from simply
seeing a painting hanging on a wall. The consider-
able height and the expansive scale of most ceiling
frescoes induce a feeling of awe. Patrons who
wanted to burnish their public image or control
their legacy found monumental ceiling frescoes to
be perfect vehicles for such statements. In 1633,
Pope Urban VIII commissioned a ceiling fresco
for the Gran Salone of the Palazzo Barberini in
Rome. The most important decorative commis-
sion of the 1630s, the job went to Pietro da Cor-
tona (1596–1669), a Tuscan architect and painter
who had moved to Rome in about 1612. The
grandiose and spectacular Triumph of the Bar-
berini (FIG. 24-22) overwhelms spectators with
the glory of the Barberini family (and Urban VIII

24-21 Guido Reni, Aurora, ceiling fresco in the Casino Rospigliosi, Rome, Italy, 1613–1614.

The “divine Guido” conceived Aurora as a quadro riportato, reflecting his training in the Bolognese art academy. The scene of Dawn leading Apollo’s
chariot derives from ancient Roman reliefs.

24-22 Pietro da Cortona, Triumph of the
Barberini, ceiling fresco in the Gran Salone,
Palazzo Barberini, Rome, Italy, 1633–1639.

In this dramatic ceiling fresco, Divine Providence
appears in a halo of radiant light directing
Immortality, holding a crown of stars, to bestow
eternal life on the family of Pope Urban VIII.

Italy 663

3555_W_KleinerCh24.qxd  8/15/07  12:18 PM  Page 663



in particular). The iconographic program for this fresco, designed by
the poet Francesco Bracciolini (1566–1645), centered on the accom-
plishments of the Barberini. Divine Providence appears in a halo of
radiant light directing Immortality, holding a crown of stars, to be-
stow eternal life on the Barberini family. The virtues Faith, Hope,
and Charity hold aloft a gigantic laurel wreath (also a symbol of im-
mortality), which frames three bees (the family’s symbols, which also
appeared in Bernini’s baldacchino, FIG. 24-5). Also present are the pa-
pal tiara and keys announcing the personal triumphs of Urban VIII.

GIOVANNI BATTISTA GAULLI The dazzling spectacle of
ceiling frescoes also proved very effective for commissions illustrating
religious themes. Church authorities realized that such paintings,
high above the ground, offered perfect opportunities to impress on
worshipers the glory and power of the Catholic Church. In conjunc-
tion with the theatricality of Italian Baroque architecture and sculp-
ture, frescoes spanning church ceilings contributed to creating tran-
scendent spiritual environments well suited to the Church’s needs in
Counter-Reformation Rome.
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24-23 Giovanni Battista
Gaulli, Triumph of the Name of
Jesus, ceiling fresco with stucco
figures on the nave vault of Il
Gesù, Rome, Italy, 1676–1679.

In the nave of Il Gesù, gilded
architecture opens up to offer
the faithful a glimpse of Heaven.
To heighten the illusion, Gaulli
painted figures on stucco ex-
tensions that project outside
the painting’s frame.

3555_W_KleinerCh24.qxd  8/15/07  12:18 PM  Page 664



Triumph of the Name of Jesus (FIG. 24-23) in the nave of Il
Gesù (FIGS. 22-55 and 22-56) in Rome vividly demonstrates the dra-
matic impact Baroque ceiling frescoes could have. As the mother
church of the Jesuit order, Il Gesù played a prominent role in
Counter-Reformation efforts. In this immense fresco by Giovanni
Battista Gaulli (1639–1709), gilded architecture opens up in the
center of the ceiling to offer the faithful a stunning glimpse of
Heaven. Gaulli represented Jesus as a barely visible monogram (IHS)
in a blinding radiant light that floats heavenward. In contrast, sinners
experience a violent descent back to Earth. The painter glazed the
gilded architecture to suggest shadows, thereby enhancing the scene’s
illusionistic quality. To further heighten the effect, Gaulli painted
many of the sinners on three-dimensional stucco extensions that
project outside the painting’s frame.

FRA ANDREA POZZO Another master of ceiling decoration
was Fra Andrea Pozzo (1642–1709), a lay brother of the Jesuit or-
der and a master of perspective, on which he wrote an influential
treatise. Pozzo designed and executed the vast ceiling fresco Glorifi-
cation of Saint Ignatius (FIG. 24-24) for the church of Sant’Ignazio
in Rome. Like Il Gesù, Sant’Ignazio was a prominent church in
Baroque Rome because of its dedication to the founder of the Jesuit
order. The Jesuits played a major role in Counter-Reformation edu-
cation and sent legions of missionaries to the New World and the Far
East. As Gaulli did in Il Gesù, Pozzo created the illusion that Heaven

is opening up above the congregation. To accomplish this, the artist
painted an extension of the church’s architecture into the vault so
that the roof seems to be lifted off. As Heaven and Earth commingle,
Christ receives Saint Ignatius in the presence of figures personifying
the four corners of the world. A disk in the nave floor marks the spot
the viewer should stand to gain the whole perspectival illusion. For
worshipers looking up from this point, the vision is complete. They
find themselves in the presence of the heavenly and spiritual.

The effectiveness of Italian Baroque religious art depended on
the drama and theatricality of individual images, as well as on the
interaction and fusion of architecture, sculpture, and painting.
Sound enhanced this experience. Architects designed churches with
acoustical effect in mind, and, in an Italian Baroque church filled
with music, the power of both image and sound must have been im-
mensely moving. Through simultaneous stimulation of both the vi-
sual and auditory senses, the faithful might well have been trans-
ported into a trancelike state that would, indeed, as the great English
poet John Milton (1608–1674) eloquently stated in Il Penseroso
(1631), “bring all Heaven before [their] eyes.”3

SPAIN
During the 16th century, Spain had established itself as an interna-
tional power. The Habsburg kings had built a dynastic state that 
encompassed Portugal, part of Italy, the Netherlands, and extensive
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24-24 Fra Andrea Pozzo, Glorification of Saint Ignatius, ceiling fresco in the nave of Sant’Ignazio, Rome, Italy, 1691–1694.

Pozzo created the illusion that Heaven is opening up above the viewer’s head by continuing the church’s architecture into the painted vault. The fresco
gives the appearance that the roof has been lifted off.
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areas of the New World (see Chapters
23 and 32). By the beginning of the
17th century, however, the Habsburg
Empire was struggling, and although
Spain mounted an aggressive effort
during the Thirty Years’ War (see Chap-
ter 25), by 1660 the imperial age of the
Spanish Habsburgs was over. In part,
the demise of the Spanish empire was
due to economic woes. The military
campaigns Philip III (r. 1598–1621)
and his son Philip IV (r. 1621–1665)
waged during the Thirty Years’ War
were costly and led to higher taxes. The
increasing tax burden placed on Span-
ish subjects in turn incited revolts and
civil war in Catalonia and Portugal in
the 1640s, further straining an already
fragile economy. Thus, the dawn of
the Baroque period in Spain found the
country’s leaders struggling to main-
tain control of their dwindling empire.
But realizing the prestige that great artworks brought and the value of
visual imagery in communicating to a wide audience, both Philip III
and Philip IV continued to spend lavishly on art.

Painting
In the 17th century, Spain maintained its passionate commitment to
Catholic orthodoxy, and as in Counter-Reformation Italy, Spanish
Baroque artists sought ways to move viewers and to encourage greater
devotion and piety. Particularly appealing in this regard were scenes of
death and martyrdom, which provided Spanish artists with opportuni-
ties both to depict extreme feelings and to instill those feelings in view-
ers. Spain prided itself on its saints—Saint Teresa of Avila (FIG. 24-8)
and Saint Ignatius Loyola (FIG. 24-24) were both Spanish-born—and
martyrdom scenes surfaced frequently in Spanish Baroque art.

JOSÉ DE RIBERA As a young man, José (Jusepe) de Ribera
(ca. 1588–1652) emigrated to Naples and fell under the spell of Cara-
vaggio, whose innovative style he introduced to Spain. Emulating

24-26 Francisco de Zurbarán, Saint Serapion, 1628. Oil on 
canvas, 3� 11 1–2� � 3� 4 3–4 �. Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford (The Ella
Gallup Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner Collection Fund).

The light shining on Serapion calls attention to his tragic death and
increases the painting’s dramatic impact. The Spanish monk’s coarse
features label him as common, evoking empathy from a wide audience.
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24-25 José de Ribera, Martyrdom 
of Saint Philip, ca. 1639. Oil on canvas,
7� 8� � 7� 8�. Museo del Prado, Madrid.

Martyrdom scenes were popular in
Counter-Reformation Spain. Scorning
idealization of any kind, Ribera
represented Philip’s executioners
hoisting him into position to die on 
a cross.
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Caravaggio, Ribera made naturalism and compelling drama primary
ingredients of his paintings, which often embraced brutal themes,
reflecting the harsh times of the Counter-Reformation and the
Spanish taste for stories showcasing courage and devotion. Ribera’s
Martyrdom of Saint Philip (FIG. 24-25) is grim and dark in subject
and form. Scorning idealization of any kind, Ribera represented
Philip’s executioners hoisting him into position after tying him to a
cross, the instrument of Christ’s own martyrdom. The saint’s rough,
heavy body and swarthy, plebeian features reveal a kinship between
him and his tormentors, who are similar to the types of figures
found in Caravaggio’s paintings. The patron of this painting is un-
known, but it is possible that Philip IV commissioned the work, be-
cause Saint Philip was the king’s patron saint.

FRANCISCO DE ZURBARÁN Another prominent Spanish
painter of dramatic works was Francisco de Zurbarán (1598–1664),
whose primary patrons throughout his career were rich Spanish
monastic orders. Many of his paintings are quiet and contemplative,
appropriate for prayer and devotional purposes. Zurbarán painted
Saint Serapion (FIG. 24-26) as a devotional image for the funerary

24-27 Diego Velázquez, Water Carrier of
Seville, ca. 1619. Oil on canvas, 3� 5 1–2� � 2� 7 1–2�.
Victoria & Albert Museum, London.

In this early work—a genre scene that seems 
to convey a deeper significance—the contrast 
of darks and lights and the plebeian nature of 
the figures reveal Velázquez’s indebtedness to
Caravaggio.

chapel of the monastic Order of Mercy in Seville.
The saint, who participated in the Third Crusade
of 1196, suffered martyrdom while preaching the
Gospel to Muslims. According to one account,
the monk’s captors tied him to a tree and then
tortured and decapitated him. The Order of
Mercy dedicated itself to self-sacrifice, and Sera-
pion’s membership in this order amplified the
resonance of Zurbarán’s painting. In Saint Sera-
pion the monk emerges from a dark background
and fills the foreground. The bright light shining
on him calls attention to the saint’s tragic death
and increases the dramatic impact of the image.
In the background are two barely visible tree

branches. A small note next to the saint identifies him for viewers. The
coarse features of the Spanish monk label him as common, no doubt
evoking empathy from a wide audience.

DIEGO VELÁZQUEZ The greatest Spanish painter of the
Baroque age was Diego Velázquez (1599–1660). An early work,
Water Carrier of Seville (FIG. 24-27), painted when Velázquez was
only about 20, already reveals his impressive command of the
painter’s craft. Velázquez rendered the figures with clarity and dig-
nity, and his careful and convincing depiction of the water jugs in
the foreground, complete with droplets of water, adds to the credi-
bility of the scene. The plebeian nature of the figures and the con-
trast of darks and lights again reveal the influence of Caravaggio,
whose work Velázquez had studied.

SURRENDER OF BREDA Velázquez, like many other Spanish
artists, produced religious pictures as well as genre scenes, but his
renown in his day rested primarily on the works he painted for his
major patron, King Philip IV (see “Velázquez and Philip IV,” page
668). After the king appointed Velázquez as court painter, the artist
largely abandoned both religious and genre subjects in favor of royal
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portraits (FIG. 24-28) and canvases recording historical events. In
1635 he painted Surrender of Breda (FIG. 24-29) as part of an exten-
sive program of decoration for the Hall of Realms in Philip IV’s
Palace of Buen Retiro in Madrid. The huge canvas (more than 12 feet
long and almost as tall) was one of 10 paintings celebrating recent
Spanish military successes around the globe. It commemorates the
Spanish victory over the Dutch at Breda in 1625. Among the most
troublesome situations for Spain was the conflict in the Netherlands.
Determined to escape Spanish control, the northern Netherlands
broke from the Spanish empire in the late 16th century. Skirmishes
continued to flare up along the border between the northern (Dutch)
and southern (Spanish) Netherlands, and in 1625 Philip IV sent Gen-
eral Ambrogio di Spínola to Breda to reclaim the town for Spain.
Velázquez depicted the victorious Spanish troops, organized and well
armed, on the right side of the painting. In sharp contrast, the de-
feated Dutch on the left appear bedraggled and disorganized. In the

center foreground, the mayor of Breda, Justinus of Nassau, hands the
city’s keys to the Spanish general—although no encounter of this
kind ever occurred. Velázquez’s fictional record of the event glorifies
not only the strength of the Spanish military but the benevolence of
Spínola as well. Velázquez portrayed the general standing and mag-
nanimously stopping Justinus from kneeling, rather than astride his
horse, lording over the vanquished Dutch. Indeed, the terms of sur-
render were notably lenient, and the Spaniards allowed the Dutch to
retain their arms—which they used to recapture the city in 1637.

LAS MENINAS After an extended visit to Rome from 1648 to
1651, Velázquez returned to Spain and painted his greatest master-
piece, Las Meninas (The Maids of Honor; FIG. 24-30). In it, Velázquez
showed his mastery of both form and content. The painter repre-
sented himself in his studio standing before a large canvas. The young
Infanta (Princess) Margarita appears in the foreground with her two
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Trained in Seville, Diego Velázquez
was quite young when he came to the

attention of Philip IV. The painter’s im-
mense talent impressed Philip, and the
king named him chief court artist and
palace chamberlain, a position that also
involved curating the king’s rapidly grow-
ing art collection and advising him regard-
ing acquisitions and display. Among the
works in Philip IV’s possession were paint-
ings by Titian, Annibale Carracci, Guido
Reni, Albrecht Dürer, and Velázquez’s 
famous Flemish contemporary, Peter Paul
Rubens (see Chapter 25).

With the exception of two extended
trips to Italy and a few excursions, Veláz-
quez remained in Madrid for the rest of his life. His close relationship
with Philip IV and his high office as chamberlain gave him prestige
and a rare opportunity to fulfill the promise of his genius. One sign of
Velázquez ‘s fertile imagination as well as mastery of the brush is that
he was able to create timeless artworks out of routine assignments to
commemorate the achievements of his patron, as he did in his record
of the Spanish victory over the Dutch in 1625 (Surrender of Breda,
FIG. 24-29).

Velázquez also painted dozens of portraits of Philip IV. One of the
best is King Philip IV of Spain (FIG. 24-28), also known as the Fraga
Philip because it was painted during the Aragonese campaign in the
town of Fraga. Velázquez accompanied the king and his troops in their
attempt to reconquer the territory, and during a three-month stay in
Fraga, Philip ordered the artist to produce this portrait. In it, Philip IV
appears as a military leader, arrayed in salmon and silver campaign
dress but without military accoutrements except his baton of com-
mand and sword. Because the king was not a commanding presence
and because he had inherited the large Habsburg jaw, Velázquez had to
find creative ways to “ennoble” the monarch. He succeeded by focusing
attention on the exquisite attire Philip wears, particularly the elabo-

rately embroidered cloak and baldric (the sashlike belt worn over one
shoulder and across the chest to support a sword). Velázquez managed
to make the silver needlework on these vestments shimmer. Detailed
written accounts attest that this is the costume the king wore when re-
viewing the troops, and the artist’s fidelity in depicting Philip’s elegant
attire no doubt added to the authority of the image.

Velázquez and Philip IV

A R T  A N D  S O C I E T Y

24-28 Diego
Velázquez, King Philip
IV of Spain (Fraga
Philip), 1644. Oil on
canvas, 4� 3 1–8� � 3� 3 1–8�.
Frick Collection, New
York.

Velázquez painted
Philip IV during the
king’s campaign to
reconquer Aragonese
territory. The portrait is
noteworthy for its faith-
ful reproduction of the
attire the king wore
when reviewing troops.
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maids-in-waiting, her favorite dwarfs, and a large dog. In the middle
ground are a woman in widow’s attire and a male escort. In the back-
ground, a chamberlain stands in a brightly lit open doorway. Scholars
have been able to identify everyone in the room, including the two
meninas and the dwarfs. The room was the artist’s studio in the palace
of the Alcázar in Madrid. After the death of Prince Baltasar Carlos in
1646, Philip IV ordered part of the prince’s chambers converted into a
studio for Velázquez.

Las Meninas is noteworthy for its visual and narrative complex-
ity. Indeed, art historians have yet to agree on any particular reading
or interpretation. A central issue preoccupying scholars has been
what, exactly, is taking place in Las Meninas. What is Velázquez de-
picting on the huge canvas in front of him? He may be painting this
very picture—an informal image of the infanta and her entourage.
Alternately, Velázquez may be painting a portrait of King Philip IV
and Queen Mariana, whose reflections appear in the mirror on the
far wall. If so, that would suggest the presence of the king and queen
in the viewer’s space, outside the confines of the picture. Other
scholars have proposed that the mirror image reflects not the physi-
cal appearance of the royal couple in Velázquez’s studio but the im-
age that he is in the process of painting on the canvas before him.
This question has never been definitively resolved.

More generally, Las Meninas is Velázquez’s attempt to elevate
both himself and his profession. As first painter to the king and as
chamberlain of the palace, Velázquez was conscious not only of the
importance of his court office but also of the honor and dignity be-
longing to his profession as a painter. Throughout his career, Veláz-
quez hoped to be ennobled by royal appointment to membership in

the ancient and illustrious Order of Santiago. Because he lacked a suf-
ficiently noble background, he gained entrance only with difficulty at
the very end of his life, and then only through the pope’s dispensa-
tion. In the painting, he wears the order’s red cross on his doublet,
painted there, legend says, by the king himself. In all likelihood, the
artist painted it. In Velázquez’s mind, Las Meninas might have em-
bodied the idea of the great king visiting his studio, as Alexander the
Great visited the studio of the painter Apelles in ancient times. The
figures in the painting all appear to acknowledge the royal presence.
Placed among them in equal dignity is Velázquez, face-to-face with
his sovereign. The location of the completed painting reinforced this
act of looking—of seeing and being seen. Las Meninas hung in the
personal office of Philip IV in another part of the palace. Thus, al-
though occasional visitors admitted to the king’s private quarters
may have seen this painting, Philip IV was the primary audience.
Each time he stood before the canvas, he again participated in the
work as the probable subject of the painting within the painting and
as the object of the figures’ gazes. In Las Meninas, Velázquez elevated
the art of painting, in the person of the painter, to the highest status.
The king’s presence enhanced this status—either in person as the
viewer of Las Meninas or as a reflected image in the painting itself.
The paintings that appear in Las Meninas further reinforced this cele-
bration of the painter’s craft. On the wall above the doorway and mir-
ror, two faintly recognizable pictures have been identified as copies
made by Velázquez’s son-in-law, Juan del Mazo (ca. 1612–1667), of
paintings by Peter Paul Rubens. The paintings depict the immortal
gods as the source of art. Ultimately, Velázquez sought ennoblement
not for himself alone but for his art.
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24-29 Diego
Velázquez, Surrender 
of Breda, 1634–1635. Oil
on canvas, 10� 1� � 12� 1–2�.
Museo del Prado, Madrid.

As Philip IV’s court artist,
Velázquez produced 
many history paintings,
including fictional repre-
sentations like this one
depicting the Dutch 
mayor of Breda surren-
dering to the Spanish
general.
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Las Meninas is extraordinarily complex visually. Velázquez’s op-
tical report of the event, authentic in every detail, pictorially sum-
marizes the various kinds of images in their different levels and de-
grees of reality. He portrayed the realities of image on canvas, of
mirror image, of optical image, and of the two painted images. This
work—with its cunning contrasts of mirrored spaces, “real” spaces,
picture spaces, and pictures within pictures—itself appears to have
been taken from a large mirror reflecting the whole scene. This
would mean that the artist did not paint the princess and her suite as
the main subjects of Las Meninas but himself in the process of paint-
ing them. Las Meninas is a pictorial summary and a commentary on
the essential mystery of the visual world, as well as on the ambiguity
that results when different states or levels interact or are juxtaposed.

Velázquez achieved these results in several ways. The extension of
the composition’s pictorial depth in both directions is noteworthy. The
open doorway and its ascending staircase lead the eye beyond the
artist’s studio, and the mirror device and the outward glances of several

of the figures incorporate the viewer’s space into the picture as well.
(Compare how the mirror in Jan van Eyck’s Giovanni Arnolfini and His
Bride, FIG. 20-1, similarly incorporates the area in front of the canvas
into the picture, although less obviously and without a comparable ex-
tension of space beyond the rear wall of the room.) Velázquez also mas-
terfully observed and represented form and shadow. Instead of putting
lights abruptly beside darks, following Caravaggio, Velázquez allowed a
great number of intermediate values of gray to come between the two
extremes. His matching of tonal gradations approached effects that
were later discovered in the photography age.

The inclusion of the copies of two Rubens paintings hanging on
the wall in Velázquez’s studio is the Spanish master’s tribute to the
great Flemish painter, one of the towering figures who made the
17th century so important in the history of art in Northern Europe.
The works of Rubens, Rembrandt, and the other leading Baroque
painters, sculptors, and architects of Flanders, the Dutch Republic,
France, and England are the subject of Chapter 25.

670 Chapter 24 ITALY AND SPAIN, 1600 TO 1700

24-30 Diego Velázquez,
Las Meninas (The Maids of
Honor), 1656. Oil on canvas,
10� 5� � 9�. Museo del Prado,
Madrid.

Velázquez intended this huge
and visually complex work,
with its cunning contrasts of
true spaces, mirrored spaces, 
and picture spaces, to elevate
both himself and the pro-
fession of painting.
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ITALY

❚ Art historians call the art of 17th-century Italy and Spain “Baroque,” a term that probably derives
from the Portuguese word for an irregularly shaped pearl. In contrast to the precision and orderly
rationality of Italian Renaissance classicism, Baroque art and architecture are dynamic, theatrical,
and highly ornate.

❚ Baroque architects emphatically rejected the classical style. Francesco Borromini emphasized the
sculptural qualities of buildings. The facades of his churches, for example, San Carlo alle Quattro
Fontane, are not flat frontispieces but undulating surfaces that provide a fluid transition from
exterior to interior space. The interiors of his buildings pulsate with energy and feature complex
domes that grow organically from curving walls.

❚ The greatest Italian Baroque sculptor was Gianlorenzo Bernini, who was also an important architect.
In Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, he marshaled the full capabilities of architecture, sculpture, and painting
to create an intensely emotional experience for worshipers, consistent with the Catholic Counter-
Reformation principle of using artworks to inspire devotion and piety.

❚ In painting, Caravaggio broke new ground by employing stark and dramatic contrasts of light 
and dark (tenebrism) and by setting religious scenes in everyday locales filled with rough-looking
common people. An early masterpiece, Calling of Saint Matthew, for example, takes place in an
ordinary tavern.

❚ Caravaggio’s combination of drama and realism attracted both loyal followers and harsh critics. 
The biographer Giovanni Pietro Bellori, for example, deplored Caravaggio’s abandonment of the
noble style of Raphael and the ancients and his “suppression of the dignity of art.” He preferred the
more classical style of Annibale Carracci and the Bolognese art academy.

❚ Illusionistic ceiling paintings were very popular in Baroque Italy. In Sant’Ignazio in Rome, Fra Andrea
Pozzo created the illusion that Heaven is opening up above the viewer’s head by continuing the
church’s architecture into the painted nave vault. 

SPAIN

❚ Although the power of the Habsburg kings of Spain declined over the course of the 17th century,
the royal family, which was devoutly Catholic, continued to spend lavishly on art. Spanish artists
eagerly embraced the drama and emotionalism of Italian Baroque art. Scenes of death and martyr-
dom were popular in Spain during the Counter-Reformation. Painters such as José de Ribera and
Francisco de Zurbarán produced moving images of martyred saints that incorporated the lighting
and realism of Caravaggio.

❚ The greatest Spanish Baroque painter was Diego Velázquez, court painter to Philip IV (r. 1621–1665).
Velázquez painted a wide variety of themes ranging from religious subjects to royal portraits and
historical events. His masterwork, Las Meninas, is extraordinarily complex visually and mixes true
spaces, mirrored spaces, picture spaces, and pictures within pictures. It is a celebration of the art 
of painting itself.
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Caravaggio, Calling of Saint Matthew,
ca. 1597–1601

Borromini, San Carlo alle 
Quattro Fontane, Rome, 1665–1667

Bernini, Ecstasy of Saint Teresa,
1645–1652

Pozzo, Glorification of Saint Ignatius,
1691–1694

Velázquez, Las Meninas, 1656
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